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beyond conflict and competition
How Color-Blind Ideology Affects African Americans’  
and Latinos’ Understanding of Their Relationships
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with Nathan J. Sessoms 

in recent years, comparative ethnic studies has undergone a major renaissance. 
Increasingly, this work seeks to understand the experiences of multiple racial/
ethnic groups or illuminate processes within the larger racial formation. 

Within this literature, as well as in the larger society, the subject of Latina/o and 
African American relations has attracted considerable attention for several rea-
sons. First, these two groups constitute the largest populations of color in the 
United States, with numerous implications. As historian Albert Camarillo has 
pointed out, seven of the ten largest cities are now minority-majority cities with 
important consequences for governance, representation, and social justice.1 
Equally important is the fact that the growing Latina/o population may pose 
significant challenges to the current racial formation as it carves out a new racial 
position for itself. The contours of this new formation are still unclear, as are  
the implications for African Americans. Finally, the media have been instru-
mental in highlighting tensions. While certainly some conflict exists, it is unclear 
whether it has actually increased. What has increased, however, is the reportage 
of hostility. In her study of the Los Angeles Times, Grant Nieva found that 70 
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percent of the articles on Latinas/os and African Americans were negative, thus 
giving the appearance of increased conflict.2

In this article, we examine the attitudes and experiences of Latinas/os and 
African Americans toward each other in the Los Angeles area. We found a 
range of attitudes and experiences on the part of interviewees, but we also 
found a clear pattern of respondents invoking color-blind ideology in their dis-
cussions of members of the other group. While other scholars have tackled the 
question of Black/Brown attitudes directly, few have done so within the context 
of critical race theory.3

Color-blind racism is a racial ideology that denies the existence of racism 
by emphasizing that we are all the same. In essence, color-blind racism does 
not “see” racism because of its supposed commitment to look beyond race. 
Most of what we know about color-blind racism has been developed within the 
context of a Black/white paradigm. While this makes sense given that the na-
tional racial narrative of the United States has been anchored along a Black/
white binary, it is also clear that this needs to expand, given the country’s rap-
idly changing demographics. Thus the question becomes: To what extent have 
people of color adopted color-blind ideology—especially in relation to each 
other? Given that color blindness is a key part of the national racial formation, 
one would expect it to have some presence among people of color, but how ex-
actly does it function? Does it do the same “work” that white color blindness 
performs with regard to Black people?

In this article, we explore how color-blind racism works among African 
Americans and Latinas/os in Los Angeles. Specifically, we focus on how race 
relations between Black and Latina/o Angelenos are described by both groups. 
While attentive to structural conditions impacting race relations, we discuss 
what sorts of ideologies on the micro-level (with macro-implications) are being 
used to make sense of these larger conditions and the social/personal experi-
ences impacting race relations between both groups. How have Latinas/os and 
African Americans adopted, refuted, and negotiated mainstream ideologies of 
color-blind discourse in their understanding of interethnic relations?

black-brown relations

There is a rapidly growing literature on Brown/Black relations, most of which  
is rooted in the larger literature on interethnic relations. Conceptually, two ap-
proaches dominate: the coalition and the competition models. In the first case, 
researchers have explored when and how Latinas/os and African Americans have 
been able to mobilize and build coalitions based on shared economic and/or po-
litical interests.4 This work has highlighted, in particular, the different structural 
conditions, historical moments, and political strategies that engender collabora-
tion. Oftentimes, this work is rooted in a desire to identify the particularities of 
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collaboration efforts (both successful and unsuccessful) in order to apply them to 
contemporary and future politics, as well as to challenge negative media repre-
sentations.

In the second approach, scholars focus on the tensions between African 
Americans and Latinas/os. Demographic changes—particularly the increase in 
Latina/o immigration, economic and job competition, struggles over political 
representation, cultural and social differences, and material resources—are all 
factors associated with conflict between communities of color.5 Competition 
models highlight the struggles of living together in diverse neighborhoods with 
scarce resources. In turn, these material conditions, according to both conflict 
and competition theories, make it difficult for African Americans and Latinas/
os to manage peaceful interethnic relations. At times Black and Latina/o people 
are fighting for the same resources, described as a zero-sum conflict, while in 
other instances, they have distinct goals.6 More recent scholarship has indicated 
that both groups are hesitant to build coalitions with one another. Specifically, it 
is argued that African Americans are wary of building coalitions with Latinas/
os because of a desire to maintain control over their recent political gains and 
economic status. Conversely, there is growing evidence that Latinas/os are fear-
ful of allying with African Americans because of anti-Black racism and a belief 
that their own numerical superiority makes coalition less beneficial to them.7

In addition to these two approaches, there is also a large body of work that 
examines the psychoanalytic side of Brown/Black relations—specifically stereo-
types and attitudes. For example, research reveals that many African Ameri-
cans see Latina/o immigration as a threat to their social, political, and economic 
status. They harbor antipathy toward the use of Spanish, and they are fearful 
that Latinas/os’ immigration agenda will displace the unfinished work of the 
Civil Rights movement. Meanwhile, studies show that Latinas/os often view 
Black people as criminal, untrustworthy, aggressive, not hardworking, violent, 
and unintelligent.8 There is also resentment toward African Americans because 
of perceived benefits regarding citizenship and the idea that they share a similar 
culture and interests with whites.9

Overall, more research has explored African American attitudes toward 
Latinas/os than vice versa, and this is the case in Los Angeles. The few studies 
focused on Los Angeles Latinas/os support the general conclusions cited above, 
that many have negative views of Black people. However, a forthcoming study 
by Barreto, Gonzalez, and Sanchez found that Latinas/os in California and Los 
Angeles did not have strong feelings of competition with African Americans. 
This was especially true for immigrants.10 Although competition is a very spe-
cific attitude, this finding is important, as many researchers assume competi-
tion to be a key factor in hostile feelings and attitudes between groups. In terms 
of African American attitudes, several studies have found evidence that Afri-
can Americans see Latinas/os as potential coalition partners, despite Black  
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Angelenos reporting the greatest conflict with Latinas/os and vice versa. Spe-
cifically, Latinas/os were concerned about street crime while African Ameri-
cans were more concerned about economic competition. Such findings of 
conflict and potential coalition, however, are not necessarily contradictory. Ol-
iver and Mendelberg have suggested that African Americans simply don’t see 
themselves in competition with whites because they are so removed from them, 
socially and spatially.11 In contrast, they are much more intimate with Latinas/
os, and thus more conflict is likely, as is the possibility of greater cooperation.

While Mark Sawyer’s research revealed that, in general, African Ameri-
cans’ views toward unauthorized immigrants are largely the same as those of 
whites, it is possible that spatial proximity plays a role. For example, Frasure 
and Greene found that the more immigrants African Americans lived near, the 
less likely they were to favor amnesty. Thus, perhaps in the crowded spaces of 
South Los Angeles, there is a very real feeling of competition and that Latinas/
os are “taking over.” This is a relevant finding because it contradicts Oliver and 
Wong’s argument that the more mixing at the neighborhood level, the more 
tolerant and accepting people tended to be. Their data revealed that more ra-
cially isolated Latinas/os and African Americans tended to have the most nega-
tive attitudes toward each other. In addition to geography, class position has 
also been recognized as a key variable in determining attitudes. While many 
assume that middle-class African Americans are more likely to favor coalition 
with Latinas/os (as they are supposedly in less economic competition), Frasure 
and Greene found that low-income African Americans were more likely to op-
pose criminalizing unauthorized immigrants and more likely to support a 
guest-worker program than affluent Black Angelenos. Here it is possible that 
working-class African Americans’ inability to escape the prison industrial 
complex has resulted in a more sympathetic attitude toward other potential 
“criminals.” Collectively, these data suggest that there is no hard and fast rule 
regarding Black attitudes toward Latinas/os and immigration. Instead, there is 
a great deal of variation depending on many factors, including spatial proxim-
ity, perceived economic competition, and one’s own economic security.12

Overall, these literatures help clarify the structural conditions that impact 
interethnic relations as well as illuminate specific attitudes and stereotypes. 
Nonetheless, this work has some limitations. With a few notable exceptions, 
much of this scholarship portrays Black-Brown relationships as static binaries, 
either positive or negative. In reality, there is a spectrum of relations and re-
search to date does not adequately show the dynamic process by which rela-
tions are constructed, challenged, and negotiated.13 The static nature of the 
work can also be seen in the racial categories themselves. Far too often the cat-
egories of “Latino” and “African American” are treated as given entities, rather 
than as social processes in a constant state of becoming. Relatedly, the diversity 
of each group is not adequately considered; this is especially true in terms of 
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Latinas/os and nativity, national origin, and generation. Much of the work on 
attitudes relies on quantitative and/or survey-based data that often limit par-
ticipants’ ability to express the range of opinions regarding a particular issue at 
a particular point in time.14

Drawing on critical race theory, several scholars have approached Brown/
Black relations as a process that is part of the larger racial formation. For ex-
ample, Rochmes and Griffin have argued that a coalition between Latinas/os 
and African Americans is doubtful if Latinas/os are going to pursue whiteness, 
which is, in turn, based on the racial domination of African Americans.15 In 
their book on Mexican and Puerto Rican relations, De Genova and Ramos- 
Zayas argued that intra-Latina/o relations cannot be understood outside of 
Blackness. They found that Mexicans often considered Puerto Ricans to be de-
based Black people, while Puerto Ricans considered Mexicans to be debased 
indios, both with extremely negative connotations. Building on these insights, 
Almaguer has argued that each group, as subjects of Spanish colonization and 
its attendant racial formations, has drawn on the subordinate racial categories 
within the Spanish-American empire. This kind of work is especially helpful 
because it enables us to see Brown/Black relations as fluid, socially constructed, 
and linked to a much larger set of power relations.16

color blindness and racial Formation

Racial ideologies play a crucial role in the development of interethnic relations 
among people of color. These ideologies become the predictable models through 
which individuals understand race, as they are often hegemonic. Currently, color-
blind ideology operates as one of the dominant racial logics in the United States.17 
Critical race theory scholar Neil Gotanda has argued that although color-blind 
constitutionalism rhetoric existed before the Civil War, the “modern concept” of 
color blindness developed in the post–Civil Rights era.18 After Brown vs. Board of 
Education and the other victories of the Civil Rights movement, a new ideology 
was needed to maintain white supremacy. Because overt forms of racism (indi-
vidual and institutional) were no longer legally acceptable, whites developed a 
new mechanism to support white privilege. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva argues that as 
“much as Jim Crow racism served as the glue for defending a brutal and overt 
system of racial oppression in the pre–Civil Rights era, color-blind racism serves 
today as the ideological armor for a covert and institutionalized system in the 
post–Civil Rights era.”19

Bonilla-Silva has articulated four frames of color-blind racism that Ameri-
cans routinely use to explain racial inequality without considering larger struc-
tural forces. Abstract liberalism refers to attempts to explain racial inequality 
by combining political-liberal notions, such as equal opportunity, with eco-
nomic-liberal notions of free choice and/or individualism. Naturalism involves 
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interpreting racial inequality as a natural or inevitable experience, while cul-
tural racism argues that culture determines existing racial stratification. Fi-
nally, minimization discounts the existence and significance of racism.20 In 
addition to Bonilla-Silva’s four frames, we also draw upon Kimberlé Crenshaw, 
who argues that ahistoricism is central to the development and deployment of 
a color-blind ideology. Crenshaw argues that through the “willful inattention 
to the historical operations of white supremacy, contemporary race hierarchy  
is . . . represented as a natural outgrowth of cultural disability and economic 
dependence.”21 Collectively, these ideologies have negative social and material 
consequences for subordinated racial/ethnic groups because they preclude 
challenging the racial hierarchy and operate to support white supremacy.

Doane argues, “It is not necessary that the ‘color-blind’ discourse be uni-
versal . . . but merely influential enough to neutralize or redirect potential chal-
lenges of the existing racial order.”22 Color-blind racism promotes a discourse 
of “freedom” and “equality” that suggests state and government intervention is 
a hindrance to the natural process of the marketplace that, allegedly, fairly dis-
perses resources and opportunities based on merit. In this scenario, any at-
tempt to highlight structural and/or individual racism is dismissed as “playing 
the race card.” Because the marginalization and disenfranchisement of people 
of color are explained as individual and/or group failures—instead of system-
atic discrimination—there is no need, supposedly, to work against a dominant 
social system in which white people are favored.

While color-blind theories have been crucial to our understanding of the 
present racial formation,23 few scholars working in this framework have applied 
it directly to communities of color. More often, color-blind racism has been used 
to describe how the state and economic and social institutions have supported 
discriminatory policies and/or how white individuals use color-blind ideology. 
While people of color’s use of color-blind ideology may vary from that of whites 
in terms of degree, nature, and logic, people of color are nevertheless subject to 
its influences as members of society. Certainly, one could argue that people of 
color’s material experiences may lead to alternative racial ideologies,24 but it is 
also true that they must negotiate the racial “common sense” that circulates.

The contemporary landscape of latinas/os  
and african americans in southern california

In order to fully understand the complex relations between African Americans 
and Latinas/os, we must first get a sense of the history, demographics, geogra-
phy, and economic positions that characterize each group. Although many point 
with pride to the fact that the first nonindigenous settlers of Los Angeles were 
multiracial, in fact, for most of Los Angeles’ history, Black and Mexican com-
munities have developed along distinct trajectories with occasional points of 
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contact.25 Both were attracted to the region because of economic opportunity as 
well as the desire to flee revolutionary Mexico and the racial terror of the Jim 
Crow South. By 1920, there was a sizable population of each racial/ethnic group.

Both groups underwent considerable change during the World War II era. 
The African American population was radically transformed by the thousands of 
Black migrants who were lured by the wartime economy. This influx raised con-
cern among some long-standing Black Angelenos, who felt that these newcom-
ers—who were perceived as rural and “backwards”—would reflect poorly on them 
and potentially jeopardize the hard-fought gains of the Black community.26 For 
Mexican Americans, wartime labor shortages enabled them to enter the formal 
economy and labor unions in unprecedented numbers. This set the stage for the 
economic incorporation of Mexican Americans, albeit in a subordinated status.

By 1970, the two populations were roughly comparable in size, economic sta-
tus, and educational attainment. Latinos/as tended to live in East Los Angeles, 
while Black people were concentrated in South Los Angeles (Figures 1 and 2). The 
demographic landscape changed abruptly in the 1980s, however, with accelerated 
immigration from Mexico and, increasingly, Central America. Due to changes in 
immigration laws, the Mexican debt crisis, Central American political strife, and 
the US economy’s insatiable appetite for cheap labor, Southern California was rad-
ically transformed by Latina/o and, to a lesser extent, Asian immigration. By 
2000, Latinos comprised 45 percent of Los Angeles County’s population, while 
African Americans were 9 percent and dropping. Despite the resulting differences 
in size, the percentage of Black and Brown people living in poverty in 2005 was 
nearly identical: 20.4 percent and 21.1 percent, respectively.27 While Black wages 

table 1. Growth in the Black and Latino Populations of Los Angeles County, 1940–2000

Sources: Phil Ethington, “Total Population, Showing Ethnic Composition, Los Angeles County, 1940–1960,” 
in Segregated Diversity: Race-Ethnicity, Space and Political Fragmentation in Los Angeles County, 1940–1994, 
Final Report to the John Randolph Haynes and Dora Haynes Foundation, July 2000, 12; United Way, 2003 
State of the County Report (Los Angeles: United Way of Greater Los Angeles, 2003), 32; American Community 
Survey, Demographic and Housing Estimates, Los Angeles County, 2005–2007; US Census Bureau, Geo-
graphic Comparison Table, Los Angeles County, 2000.

african 
year americans percentage Latinos percentage

1940 75,206 2.60 61,248 2.00

1950 214,897 5.00 249,173 5.70

1960 459,806 7.50 582,309 9.60

1970 755,719 10.70 1,288,716 18.30

1980 924,774 12.30 2,071,530 27.50

1990 931,449 10.46 3,359,526 38.00

2000 930,957 9.50 4,242,213 45.00

2005 883,911 9.20 4,658,878 47.10
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Figure 1. Distribution of African Americans and Latinas/os  
in Los Angeles and Orange Counties, 1970.
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Figure 2. Distribution of African Americans and Latinas/os 
in Los Angeles and Orange Counties, 2000. 

Figure 1. Distribution of African Americans and Latinas/os  
in Los Angeles and Orange Counties, 1970.
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are significantly higher than Latina/os’ ($17.51 per hour versus $11.50) on average, 
these figures mask the fact that among low-income households, Latinas/os have 
higher earnings than African Americans. This is because Latinas/os work more 
than their Black counterparts, who find it harder to secure employment.28

This, in turn, reflects larger differences in economic participation. African 
Americans typically have had higher unemployment rates and have been more 
closely associated with public sector employment, while Latinas/os have slightly 
lower unemployment rates and are more likely to work in the private sector.29 
While many assume that Latinas/os have simply displaced African American 
workers, the reality is more complicated. In a few sectors, there has been sig-
nificant displacement. The most oft-cited example is the janitorial industry: as 
older, Black, unionized janitors retired, they were replaced by nonunion immi-
grant Latinas/os.30 In other sectors, however, the influx of immigrant workers 
has enhanced the economic position of African Americans, as they have the 
requisite language and cultural capacity to assume supervisory or management 
positions. While this shift has benefited educated and skilled Black workers, 
this is not the case for the less-skilled.31

These racialized outcomes can be traced not only to historic patterns, but also 
to contemporary economic restructuring. While both groups may be considered 
surplus labor, they experience this in different ways. Indeed, as far back as the 
1960s, before the massive immigration influx, Mexican Americans were more 
deeply attached to the manufacturing economy and unionization than African 
Americans.32 Since the deindustrialization of the 1980s and the arrival of millions 
of immigrants, African American unemployment has been exacerbated by addi-
tional factors. First, as citizens, not only are Black workers less willing to tolerate 
high rates of exploitation, but they—particularly Black males—are also seen as 
less desirable workers. Indeed, several studies have documented employer dis-
crimination against African Americans, who are found to be wanting in compari-
son to immigrants. Of course, for capital, immigrants are the ultimate surplus 
labor force as they can be deported and otherwise regulated out of the job market.

The second factor in African Americans’ labor market exclusion is employer 
reliance on immigrant networks. Building on their preference for immigrants, 
employers increasingly rely on immigrants’ networks to provide additional 
workers, which usually excludes both native-born Latinas/os and African Amer-
icans.33 Thus, when people state that immigrants “take” jobs from African 
Americans, there is some truth to it, but it ignores several key facts, such as:  
Latinas/os and African Americans have historically held distinct places in the 
regional economy; native-born Latinas/os, not Black workers, are in the greatest 
competition with immigrants; there is a very long history of employers discrim-
inating against African Americans, which has little to do with Latinas/os; and it 
is primarily less-educated and less-skilled African Americans who are nega-
tively affected by Latina/o immigrant workers.
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Two additional developments further shaped the social and economic land-
scape for people of color in Los Angeles. As previously mentioned, in the 1980s 
the region lost its older manufacturing base, and with it the ladder to the mid-
dle class. Since then, Angelenos have found employment in the growing service 
sector, and to a lesser extent, in a restructured manufacturing sector featuring 
lower wages and greater instability than the previous industrial formation.34 
This new economic structure is characterized by a polarized income distribu-
tion, leading Los Angeles County to emerge as the US capital of the working 
poor.35 Second, in the 1980s the state of California began a massive prison ex-
pansion project that devoured vast numbers of colored bodies, especially Black 
surplus labor.36 Not only does incarceration take away potential wage-earners, 
but it severely reduces their future earning potential upon their release. This 
has had devastating consequences for local communities. Coupled with grow-
ing economic polarization, it has left traditional Black and Brown spaces, such 
as East LA and South Central, deeply impoverished places.

As a result of all these shifts, the residential geography of Southern Califor-
nia has changed considerably. Figures 1 and 2 show the distribution of Latinas/
os and African Americans in Los Angeles in 1970 and 2000. Several changes 
can be discerned. First, and most obvious, is the tremendous expansion of the 
Latina/o population. Whereas Latinos used to be concentrated in a few areas, 
such as East LA and the eastern San Fernando Valley, they are now everywhere, 
in many cases comprising the dominant ethnic group. Nonetheless, a clear 
eastward trajectory is apparent, as Latinas/os, both immigrant and native-
born, have increasingly moved into the Inland Empire and northern parts of 
Los Angeles County.

African Americans have also undergone significant spatial changes. Begin-
ning in the 1970s as residential discrimination diminished, members of the 
Black middle class began leaving South Central. They first moved west, to such 
neighborhoods as Baldwin Hills. Then, in the ’80s and ’90s, many working-
class African Americans moved both to the Inland Empire and northward in 
search of affordable housing, safer neighborhoods, and better schools.37 It is 
precisely into these spaces vacated by African Americans that many Latina/o 
immigrants moved.

Such residential shifts have been met with a range of reactions. One con-
cern of African Americans is electoral. There are now few, if any, “safe” Black 
seats. Whereas Black Angelenos used to be advantaged in terms of political 
leaders, it is now Latinas/os who are. A second important change is the land-
scape itself. South Central Los Angeles, which has long been identified as a 
Black space, is now 50 percent Latina/o. As the signage, commerce, sounds, and 
feel of the neighborhood have changed, this has also generated a range of re-
sponses, particularly on the part of African Americans, some of whom mourn 
the loss of a Black space.
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Methodology

The data for this study were collected between 2003 and 2004. Working with a 
team of graduate students, we identified (through the snowball method) both Af-
rican Americans and Latinas/os over 18 years of age living in Southern Califor-
nia and conducted seventy-three interviews. The interviewees were roughly 
divided between African Americans and Latinas/os, with less than a handful of 
people identifying as Afro-Latino. We conducted semi-structured interviews 
that lasted anywhere from thirty minutes to two hours, but averaged one hour.

Each interview started with a series of questions regarding the interview-
ee’s background and personal history, and then moved toward questions fo-
cused on his or her previous experience and contacts with members of the 
other racial/ethnic group. In this section, considerable attention was paid to 
personal geographies, such as the racial/ethnic composition of neighborhoods 
and schools. The final set of questions explored respondents’ attitudes and per-
ceptions toward the other group, and why and how those views might have de-
veloped. All interviews were transcribed and analyzed for major themes.

latina/o and african american Perceptions of each other

One of our most important findings is that there is not one set of relationships 
between African Americans and Latinas/os. Instead, we found patterns that 
varied by nativity, age, geography, class, and national origin. For example, 
while many Latinas/os voiced negative stereotypes about African Americans, 
in general, native-born Latinas/os tended to know more about them and have 
more positive assessments, but it was also true that many native-born Latinas/
os, especially those living in the greater San Gabriel Valley or Orange County, 
had relatively little contact with African Americans.38 Immigrants, on the 
other hand, tended to have much more interaction, as they were often sharing 
the same space, namely South Central. Indeed, Latina/o immigrants initially 
received negative portrayals of African Americans from contacts who had trav-
eled to the United States and returned to share their stories, as well as from US 
media, which regularly portray Black Americans as criminal and lazy. National 
origin was also significant. While the vast majority of Latina/o interviewees 
were ethnic Mexicans, the few Cubans and South American respondents we 
had stood out as having much more critical views toward African Americans. 
Finally, there were clear differences in terms of status and education. While the 
vast majority of African Americans exhibited fairly positive attitudes toward 
Latinas/os, college-educated Black people were much more likely not to see La-
tinas/os as competitors and to entertain the possibility of coalition.

Another important finding was the extent to which Black interviewees saw 
Latinas/os as a monolithic immigrant group and as non-English-speaking resi-
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dents. The vast majority of Black respondents was seemingly oblivious to the long 
presence of Latinas/os, especially Mexicans, in Los Angeles, and saw the group 
entirely as recent arrivals.39 Likewise, there was no acknowledgment that South-
ern California was once part of Mexico. Latinas/os were also unaware of the his-
tory of Black Los Angeles, but to a lesser extent. While most Latinas/os had some 
awareness of US slavery, the Civil Rights movement, and such figures as Martin 
Luther King Jr., most contended that the effects of slavery had long subsided. It is 
important to note, however, that both Latinas/os and African Americans with 
more education and/or a higher socioeconomic position were more knowledge-
able about Black and Latina/o social, political, and economic struggles (both in 
the past and present), and consequently were more critical of racism and classism. 
While the role of education is certainly important (and underscores the need for 
rigorous ethnic studies in K-12), it is also essential to realize that for low-income 
Black residents living, for example, in South Central, the vast majority of Latinas/
os they encounter are immigrants. In contrast, professional African Americans 
are much more likely to encounter native-born Latinas/os in the workplace and 
institutions of higher education. Thus, these patterns are not simply a function of 
schooling, but also reflect real-life experiences.

Despite the general consensus that life was materially and socially hard, 
many interviewees insisted that we live in a meritocracy where hard work was 
rewarded. Although there were some who challenged this view, the overall trend 
was consistent. Interestingly, this sentiment was voiced most fervently among the 
most disenfranchised—Black working-class residents and Latina/o immigrants.

We now examine more closely how interviewees used color-blind rhetoric 
to discuss Brown/Black race relations. Why is it that Latinas/os are seen as 
hardworking while Black folks are seen as lazy? What role does the lack of his-
torical racial knowledge play in the development and deployment of a color-
blind ideology? What are the implications for white supremacy?

latinas/os’ use of color-blind racism

Latinas/os employed multiple frames of color-blind racism to describe their ra-
cial position and their relationships with African Americans. In addition to those 
who simply stated that they did not “see race,” we found that Latinas/os routinely 
employed the frames identified by Bonilla-Silva and Crenshaw: minimization of 
discrimination, abstract liberalism, cultural racism, and ahistoricism.

“Race Card” Abusers versus Ambitious Hard Workers

One of the most prominent ways that color-blind ideology manifested itself 
among Latina/o interviewees was through the “race card” argument, which 
combines a minimization of discrimination with abstract liberalism. The 
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“race card” argument is a mainstream position used to invalidate Black claims 
of injury by asserting that African Americans do not face structural inequali-
ties, and instead, frequently and unfairly use their racial position to claim vic-
tim status. This argument is one of the most common ways that discrimination 
is minimized and has an underlying allegiance to abstract liberalism, as it 
confirms that the United States offers equal opportunity to all regardless of 
race.

The “race card” argument was most frequently applied to the belief that 
African Americans are unwilling to work hard. Interviewees asserted (to vary-
ing degrees) that Black Angelenos were reluctant to work hard, but they felt 
that African Americans sought excuses in unsubstantiated claims of discrimi-
nation. Statements like “They always use their color” and “Blacks sometimes 
feel like everything is owed to them. . . . [T]hey have that mentality like, ‘We 
were slaves and now we should be repaid for it’” are illustrations of how struc-
tural discrimination against Black Angelenos is dismissed in a narrative that 
presumes that they prefer to cry racism rather than “work hard.” Aside from a 
commitment to individual choice and a belief in an equitable society, the re-
fusal to acknowledge racism is predicated on ahistoricism: if one does not ap-
preciate the power of the past, it is, in fact, relatively easy to ignore contemporary 
discrimination as well as the legacy of structural inequality. Many Latina/o re-
spondents had narrow understandings of slavery and its ramifications in the 
United States or Latin America.40 Slavery was perceived as an event/period with 
a clear beginning and end and devoid of long-term consequences. For example, 
slavery was completely unattached to Jim Crow or racial violence. Because slav-
ery no longer formally exists, Latinas/os reasoned that African Americans were 
exploiting past injustices to avoid responsibility for their own problems. The 
contemporary struggles of Black Americans were viewed as detached from any 
historical connection to the past. This perspective is especially powerful com-
ing from people of color and immigrants. White adherents to a color-blind ide-
ology routinely claim, “I did not participate in slavery,” in order to show that 
they are not complicit in Black subordination. Scholars, of course, have pointed 
out how one need not have been a slave-owner to reap the benefits of white su-
premacy and domination. Yet the case of immigrants of color is more compli-
cated as it requires us to explore the murky terrain of how people of color—in 
this case, Latinas/os—may have benefited from Black subordination, often by 
claiming whiteness.41 In addition, it necessitates that we expand our scale of 
analysis to consider the global implications of anti-Black racism and how it 
functions across the world.

In another twist, some Latinas/os, especially immigrants, juxtaposed their 
situation to that of African Americans. “Martha,” a 50-year-old Cuban im- 
migrant, critiqued African Americans’ work ethic by highlighting Cubans’ 
success:
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[Blacks] live in poverty if [they] want to live in poverty. . . . I always look 
to the Cuban community. . . . For instance, we came to the United 
States with not even a penny in our pockets, and most of us . . . have 
[made] something of ourselves. . . . I don’t want to live having to rob in 
order to survive. There’s work in the United States if you want to work.

This quote raises a number of important issues that need to be unpacked. 
First, she compares the situation of Cuban immigrants and African Americans 
as if they were comparable. Such a move is predicated on forgetting two critical 
histories: first, the long history of Black racial subordination, and second, the 
special treatment given to Cuban immigrants because they fled a Communist 
regime. Although it is always problematic to compare immigrant and native-
born groups, it is especially so with Cubans. The immigrant analogy is com-
mon among conservative narratives of social inequality, in which African 
Americans are routinely found wanting. But the same argument employed by 
persons considered to be nonwhite serves as an active reinforcement of white 
supremacy by suggesting that if some nonwhites can achieve economic success, 
personal failure is the only reason for Black inequality.42 Second, the quote fore-
grounds the criminalization of African Americans. Martha implies that there 
is ample and accessible employment in the formal economy. Consequently, if 
African Americans choose not to avail themselves of such opportunities, the 
inevitable conclusion is a life of crime. This is quite a leap, but clearly she is able 
to do so given larger discourses of Black criminality.

The racialization of African Americans as lazy juxtaposed to Latinas/os as 
hardworking was a continuous theme. It is critical to understand that one can-
not exist without the other. Latinas/os must be especially hardworking in com-
parison to someone and African Americans must be relatively less so compared 
to someone. The following quote from Selena, a middle-aged Mexican who 
came to Los Angeles as a toddler, illustrates this:

The Black, in my eyes, is lazy and feel[s] that we owe them a job. . . . If their 
nature is not to work and sweat, then they are not going to get that posi-
tion. The Latino is hungry. . . . [African Americans] think of their color as 
an obstacle to getting ahead. “I’m not going to get this job because I’m 
Black . . .” But yet, can this person work as fast and accurate? They don’t 
look at that. . . . That’s the only reason I say that they are lazy. They want 
everything handed to them. . . . They have to work just as hard as we do.

Clearly, a large number of Latinas/os have embraced the “Latinas/os as hard 
workers” ideology.43 We must be attentive to the context that engenders such 
beliefs. In a society where Latina/o immigrants are regularly demonized and 
subject to intense forms of state violence,44 their work ethic is the one positive 
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attribute that the larger public has conceded. Given their desire to have their 
rights as humans and workers respected, it is hardly surprising that Latinas/os 
would claim it, but it also leads to numerous political and economic problems. 
Aside from contributing to the subordination of African Americans, it also 
leads to the greater exploitation of Latina/o workers, as they are commonly 
seen as disposable labor. Finally, we must be cognizant of the silence of white-
ness and capitalism in all of these narratives. Almost no interviewees men-
tioned how others, primarily whites and capitalists of all colors, benefited from 
these racializations by ensuring a pool of low-wage and surplus labor.

Race Is Not an Issue

A final way that Latina/o interviewees adhered to color-blind racism was by 
flatly stating that they “don’t see race,” or that race is simply an empty category. 
These assertions were often linked, however, to stereotypical claims about 
Black Angelenos. For instance, Daniel, a 37-year-old biracial (Black/Latino) 
Southern California native, described his dating preferences by explaining that 
he sees the person, rather than a color:

I am an equal opportunity dater. . . . As long as the person is cool and 
fits with the kind of person that I am, I’ll go out with them, it doesn’t 
matter. . . . I don’t think I stayed away from any ethnicity until I got 
older and learned a few things. . . . I have noticed that Black women . . . 
have much more of an attitude, and I don’t deal very well with people 
who have attitudes. . . . I mean everyone has an attitude, but because of 
situations that people have been in, in certain ethnic groups, some peo-
ple hold on to them, latch on to them and use them as excuses. And 
unfortunately, a lot of African American women tend to be that way. 
It’s unfortunate, but that’s just the way it is.

Daniel began by promoting a color-blind dating preference and then he ex-
plained how Black women were different. He did not see his arguments as prej-
udice, but rather believed he was highlighting a “fact,” which his experience 
proved. Daniel’s desire to be seen as non-judgmental and non-discriminatory 
is a prominent trope in color-blind ideology.45 Adriana likewise insisted that 
she was color-blind. Adriana explained that she could not see race, and even 
argued that people who stereotype others are ignorant.

Adriana: I try not to make race an issue; it’s more about the actual 
person . . .

Interviewer: How do you think people in general perceive Black  
people?
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Adriana: Lazy, useless?
Interviewer: Do you think there might be a reason for people view-

ing them in this manner?
Adriana: Maybe because they had a bad experience with them. There 

are people like that who have one bad experience with one person 
and then blame it on everyone else. These are ignorant people. 
These are people who are not educated.

By trying “not to make race an issue” and claiming to be “an equal opportunity 
dater” both interviewees are positioning themselves as non-racists. This is an 
essential step in the construction of a color-blind ideology. As Neil Gotanda 
has observed, one must first stake out a moral position, disavow race, and then 
proceed to observe racial differences.46 What is especially important (and dan-
gerous) is the extent to which David and Adriana believe they are free of preju-
dice. Disavowing personal prejudice and racism is essential in a neoliberal 
meritocracy because only individuals are thought to harbor prejudice and rac-
ism, not institutions or market forces.

black angelenos’ use of color-blind racism

In a manner similar to the Latina/o interviewees, African Americans also ad-
hered to a color-blind rhetoric. This was apparent in how they explained their 
own social conditions, which included constructing Latinas/os as hard workers 
while emphasizing a collective Black laziness. In addition, they minimized dis-
crimination. Many African Americans asserted that racism was no longer prob-
lematic, or at least as problematic, as it was in the past. Thus, through the use of 
cultural racism, abstract liberalism, and the minimization of discrimination, 
Black interviewees voiced a color-blind ideology when describing their percep-
tions of and relationships to Latinas/os.

Latinas/os Are Going to Work Regardless

In his interviews with African Americans, Bonilla-Silva argued that although 
they did not completely buy into cultural racism, color-blind ideology indi-
rectly impacted how they interpreted their conditions. Specifically, he found 
that over a third of his respondents believed in the stereotypes of Black peo-
ple as lazy and welfare dependent.47 Our findings echo Bonilla-Silva’s, but in-
stead of African Americans comparing themselves to whites, Black Angelenos 
compared themselves to Latinas/os. When discussing their social position(s), 
African Americans often articulated negative stereotypes of themselves while 
viewing Latinas/os as hard workers. Part of the hardworking Latina/o narra-
tive was an acknowledgment that they were willing to work for any price. 
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According to Bernard, an 80-year-old African American man born in the 
South:

Latinos are going to work . . . regardless of what the price is. All they 
want to know is if they have a job. Where if Latinos work for three 
dollars an hour, the Blacks are not going to work for that. [They] feel 
that that is not enough money. The Latinos . . . know in their country 
that [they can’t get] $2 and something an hour. They . . . will eat 
beans for a whole month. See, Black people won’t work for a certain 
amount of money because they feel like that is not enough money. 
All Latinas/os need is a chance and an opportunity. That’s why a lot 
of them come over here. Black people ain’t going to work for a dollar 
and a half an hour. If he do, he gonna drag around . . . and have an 
attitude. The Latino is gonna show up to work on time and you can 
depend on him.

This quote reveals a great deal about the racialized nature of work and class 
politics in Southern California and the larger United States. First, as suggested 
earlier, Bernard applauds the fact that Latinas/os will work for low wages with-
out considering its impact on the larger working class, or, more importantly, 
why they would do such a thing (aside from the pay disparity). He ignores  
the fact that it is not all Latinas/os who do this, but immigrants—recent im-
migrants, at that. Collapsing the immigrant/native distinction is extremely 
common when discussing Latinas/os. Relatedly, he overlooks the power of em-
ployers, who are highly cognizant of the vulnerable position of immigrant La-
tinas/os, especially the undocumented, and exploit them via extremely low 
wages, harsh working conditions, and even the withholding of pay. Another 
major problem with Bernard’s conceptualization of the situation is the way he 
portrays African Americans as feeling entitled, perhaps inappropriately so, to a 
higher wage.48 It must be pointed out that it is not simply African Americans 
but all native-born persons, including Latinas/os, who refuse to work for three 
dollars per hour. The real question is why is it that African Americans get sin-
gled out for a scolding when, in fact, this attitude is universal among the na-
tive-born? A second issue that Bernard does not mention is labor exploitation 
and employment discrimination and how they might contribute to Black work-
ers’ unwillingness to accept poor pay. Instead, he insinuates that they lack Lati-
nas/os’ work ethic. There is also no acknowledgment of African Americans’ 
long history of labor organizing and the struggle for a livable wage and decent 
working conditions.49 Consequently, only African Americans are condemned 
for not accepting inequitable pay. The power of color-blind ideology is pro-
found when we consider the extent to which African Americans have internal-
ized it.
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Other Black interviewees saw Latinas/os as visionaries, responsible work-
ers, and a group that provides for their families:

I think that [Latinos] take care of business; even if they’re on the freeway 
selling oranges, they’re trying to make a better life for themselves. I 
think they take a lot of pride in their culture. . . . [T]hey take care of 
their families; I would always see them in a car, like packed 10 in a 
Honda. . . . They’re all goin’ to the same place.

—Imani, 19-year-old Black South Los Angeles native

 [Latinos] appear to be very intelligent and able to plan. They may be 
selling oranges on the corner but that is part of a plan to then go on to 
do something bigger and better. Whereas Black people seem to be 
somewhat complacent. We are kind of watching them and making fun 
of them as they build and create.

—Jarvis, native Angeleno in her thirties

Numerous interviewees referred to selling oranges, as this is considered to be 
one of the lowest economic positions in the region (an illegal activity, at that). 
Yet both Imani and Jarvis see this in a positive light—albeit one that casts a 
negative light on Black Angelenos.

Implicit in these quotes is the belief that African Americans do not possess 
the same worthy characteristics that Latinas/os do. Focusing on cultural “at-
tributes” of success, the larger conditions are ignored.

For other Black interviewees, the power to change social conditions is 
firmly rooted in the individual. Darryl was born in the South during the ’60s, 
and viewed Latinas/os as opportunists:

[A] lot of people complain about the minorities coming over and open-
ing their own businesses. . . . I believe it’s because Latinos are, as they . . . 
say, more hungry for it. They find the information . . . and they follow 
through . . . as opposed to some of the African Americans. They talk 
about . . . government programs, grants, loans, business; all this stuff is 
free but no one wants to do the time, but when [Blacks] see another store 
open up, and it’s [another] minority, it’s like, “Hello, you could have 
done the same thing,” so basically it seem[s] that [Latinos] are just fol-
lowing through with more. . . . I think one is just more aggressive than 
the other. . . . [Latinas/os] are doing what they want to do. . . . And the 
ones who are aggressive are the ones succeeding and the ones who are 
just whining are the ones who are not. . . . And you know we can all 
complain about this and that, and blame other people for our problems 
but it’s up to us as individuals to get out and make that change.
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Again, we are revisited by a belief that Black Angelenos simply complain (as we 
saw in the “race card” narrative among the Latina/o interviewees), while over-
looking the centuries-long battle that African Americans have waged to create 
a more socially just society.

We’re Not Struggling Anymore

In addition to coupling abstract liberalistic notions with cultural racism, Black 
Angelenos also minimized discrimination when discussing Black and Brown 
social positions. Imani, whom we met above, suggested that both groups should 
get along because they are no longer competing for resources, as we live in a 
society where opportunity exists for both:

We’re [Blacks and Latinos] out to get things done and have a better op-
portunity in life or whatever. And we should be united, there’s no rea-
son for us to not get along anymore, we’re not struggling anymore, 
there are opportunities out there for both of us.

For Imani, racial conflict should not exist where sufficient opportunities exist. 
Her “anymore” suggests that earlier opportunities were limited for African 
Americans and Latinas/os, and conflict may have been understandable, but not 
now. Accordingly, there is no need to challenge the racial order in the United 
States.

Camille, a 40-year-old Black woman born in the South, emphasized that 
individuals bear the sole responsibility for their success. Based on her personal 
experience, she saw racism as a way to make people believe that they could not 
achieve success. For Camille, it was not about structural discrimination but 
rather a mental oppression. Thus, the key to overcoming racism is the realiza-
tion of individual potential:

No, it’s personality, when somebody uses that [race as an explanation 
for social conditions] it’s nothing but an old cop-out. They just don’t 
want to admit that they have a rotten personality. When I was out in 
the world, you could not get me to look in the mirror at myself. I got 
this sponsor who got me to look in the mirror and love myself. I just 
couldn’t do it. I used that old jargon, “It’s the white man keeping me 
down” or “It’s the Mexicans taking all of the jobs.” That was a lie. It was 
I. Once I realized that, I was able to get it together. Once I realized that, 
I was set free. The reason why racism was such a big thing in the South 
was because they knew we were more, they knew we were intelligent. 
They knew we had to strive harder to know more. . . . That’s what I be-
lieve. . . . We use it as a scapegoat.
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Camille exemplifies the primary way that Black Angelenos articulated color 
blindness. It was not so much in what they said about Latinas/os, but in how 
they saw the larger racial formation. Color blindness was manifest in African 
Americans’ commitment to the tropes identified by Bonilla-Silva and Cren-
shaw, which collectively discounted the existence of racial inequality.

The absence of whiteness, coupled with a minimization of discrimination, 
serves to blame those who are the victims of structural racism. Thus, color-
blind ideology powerfully works to silence arguments for material equity and 
protects a conservative political and economic system. The pervasiveness of 
color blindness among both African Americans and Latinas/os shows the vast 
reach and productive power of this racial ideology to prevent oppositional 
thinking and promote complacency. In addition, it impedes racial and class al-
liances that are seen as irrelevant in a society that is about individual opportu-
nity via hard work.

conclusion

As stated earlier, our data were collected several years ago. Initially, we consid-
ered this a problem, as the information is not the most recent. We realized, 
however, that this particular data set not only provides a valuable window into 
Brown/Black relations in a particular time and place, but also helps us under-
stand interethnic relations today by allowing a comparison of attitudes. Clearly, 
our data do not match the hostility and anger that the media present as the 
norm among Latinas/os and African Americans today.50 This is, no doubt, a 
function of sensationalistic journalism, but may also indicate a real change. In 
particular, our data collection preceded two major shifts in Los Angeles: first, 
the election of Antonio Villaraigosa as mayor, and second, growing Black anti-
immigrant sentiment.

Villaraigosa was the first elected Latino mayor of Los Angeles in well over a 
century. When Villaraigosa first ran in 2001 against James Hahn, he lost. In 
particular, he fared poorly with older African Americans, but very well with 
young Black voters. In 2005, he won. Thus, Black and Brown Angelenos were 
living under a Latino mayor for essentially the first time. While for Latinas/os, 
especially ethnic Mexicans, his election is seen as major progress and an affir-
mation of political power, some African Americans are fearful and resentful of 
Latina/o political power.51 And while Villaraigosa has certainly reached out to 
African Americans, it is true that the number of Black elected officials is rap-
idly dwindling in California. Thus, it is uncertain how the presence of a Latino 
mayor may be affecting Black/Brown relations.

The second major change is the development of an incipient Black anti-im-
migrant movement in Southern California. Although few in number and sup-
ported by white, anti-immigrant organizations such as the Federation for 
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American Immigration Reform (FAIR), Black Angelenos have voiced their op-
position to undocumented immigration, immigrants, and Latinos/as in gen-
eral, in increasingly vocal and hostile terms. This current has been led by Ted 
Hayes, a former homelessness activist, who created the Crispus Attucks Bri-
gade and has declared immigration to be the single greatest threat to Black 
people since slavery.52 While many African Americans are critical of Hayes, he 
has created the political space for Black Angelenos to express growing hostility. 
Moreover, his outspokenness has been a blessing to anti-immigrant forces, as 
his Blackness serves to deflect charges of racism leveled against them. In to-
day’s racial logic, anti-immigrant groups supposedly cannot be racist if Black 
people support them. Thus, regardless of intent, a small but visible segment of 
African Americans is casting its lot with whites in direct opposition to the 
Brown working class.

While it is beyond the scope of this article to ascertain why these shifts 
have occurred, they illustrate the fluid nature of interethnic relations and the 
extent to which they are influenced by larger events. Such levels of Black ani-
mosity toward Latinas/os as those expressed by Hayes and his sympathizers 
simply did not exist among our interviewees.

What appears to be more historically resilient in our data is the anti-Black 
racism that exists on the part of some Latinas/os. While there are many possi-
ble reasons for this, one factor, which is directly linked to racial formation pro-
cesses, is the evolving and ambiguous nature of Latina/o racial identity. While 
some researchers have argued that Latinas/os are moving toward whiteness, 
census data indicate that they are increasingly identifying as something other 
than white. Thus, it does not appear that Latinas/os are simply clamoring to be 
white, but it does appear that they are clamoring to be something other than 
Black. Does this mean Latinas/os are anti-Black? While some scholars, such as 
Rochmes and Griffin believe so, we do not. As descendants of colonized people, 
Latinas/os, especially the Mexican and Central American populations (which 
dominate in Southern California), must confront the task of reconciling their 
indigenous, Asian, African, and European roots.53 Moreover, they must do so 
within the context of overcoming the Black/white binary, which has histori-
cally rendered them invisible. Consciously identifying as Brown, Mexican, 
moreno, or mestizo is not necessarily anti-Black, but it may very well be, if it is 
aligned with whiteness.

In contemporary Los Angeles, Black people are being subordinated through 
the particularities of each group’s racialization. The racialization of Black Ange-
lenos as lazy and violent is directly opposed to the racialization of whites as 
hardworking and virtuous. In this discussion, Latinas/os are aligned with 
whiteness, as a racial formation, as Rochmes and Griffin have argued, while 
Blacks occupy a subordinate position.54 Although Latinas/os may not be white, 
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their racialization as hard workers does the work of maintaining white suprem-
acy, especially when compared to “lazy Blacks,” enabling whiteness to go un-
challenged. By adopting these ideals, Black and Brown people help perpetuate 
the racial order by objectifying themselves as agents of white supremacy.

In the end, our data clearly show that people of color are maintaining white 
supremacy. White supremacy is upheld in multiple ways, including, for exam-
ple, the inability to speak its name and a lack of historical knowledge among 
Blacks and Latinos about each other. The notion that Latinas/os are new to Los 
Angeles and the idea that slavery ended with no consequences are just two in-
stances of how Black and Latina/o Angelenos are unaware of each other’s histo-
ries. Not knowing how different groups have been exploited and marginalized 
throughout history and into the contemporary period works in tandem with 
the notion that we live in a meritocracy and precludes either group from seeing 
how they are complicit in contributing to the oppression of other people of 
color.55 By focusing on meritocracy, we indirectly assert that neither past injus-
tices nor our current actions have any bearing on current social conditions. 
Consequently, without a shared understanding of the ways in which African 
Americans and Latinas/os have been similarly exploited, the likelihood of co-
alition building is diminished. While there is a clear need for political organ-
izing and consciousness-raising at the grassroots level, there is an equally im-  
portant need for rigorous ethnic studies focusing on Black and Latina/o histo-
ries and racial dynamics.

Previous research, as well as our findings, has confirmed that higher lev-
els of education are associated with greater racial tolerance and acceptance.56 
This is a complicated argument, as we do not wish to imply that working-
class people are more racist than elites. But one important difference between 
the two is the fact that the middle class is more educated and has had the op-
portunity to learn about, for example, Black history. Though ethnic studies 
exists in higher education, this does not address the problem, as relatively few 
African Americans and Latinas/os attend college. What we really need to fo-
cus on is K-12 ethnic studies and popular education to reach the non-college 
population. One example is the Southern California Library for Social Stud-
ies and Research in South Los Angeles. The library has brought together local 
Brown and Black youth to research their neighborhoods’ histories and link 
them to larger racial, economic, and cultural patterns. These are avenues that 
can reach many people and begin to counteract the logics of color-blind ide-
ology. By knowing each other’s history, African Americans and Latinas/os 
will be slower to minimize the significance of discrimination, because of a 
better grasp of how past and current institutional practices operate to sub-
ordinate people of color. History can highlight the ways that whiteness  
has remained illusive and unchallenged, while at the same time allowing  
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Latinas/os and Black people to understand their structural relationships to 
one another.

Obviously, a critical, popular education will not automatically translate 
into solidarity, yet we suggest that it is extremely hard to get there without a 
historical context. We do not ignore the very real material ways in which Blacks 
and Browns feel that they are competing for resources. Nor do we ignore that 
Black anti-Latina/o and Latina/o anti-Black prejudices exist. But we do believe 
that a return to the foundations of ethnic studies—popular education and com-
munity organizing—can together help alleviate interethnic tensions among 
people of color by providing an alternative framework in which to view their 
differences.
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