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The Anatomy of Racial Inequality

Glenn Loury | Preface to the 2nd Edition | Harvard University Press, 2021

Below are excerpts from the preface of the 2021 edition of Professor Loury’s
book The Anatomy of Racial Inequality, originally published in 2002, which is
based on his presentations at Harvard’s Du Bois Lectures in 2000.

When, in the spring of 1999, the call came from Skip Gates inviting me to present the
prestigious Du Bois Lectures at Harvard'’s African and African American Studies
Department the following April, | was delighted. | fancied myself a proverbial prodigal
son, as the event marked my triumphant return to Harvard nearly a decade after having
moved across the Charles River to Boston University, seeking greener pastures in the
midst of a midlife crisis. In retrospect, | was determined—cravenly so, it is now clear—to
prove how stridently at odds | had come to be with American conservatism on racial
issues. Indeed, it pains me now, some two decades on, to realize how badly | needed
acceptance and affirmation from Harvard’s “Negro cognoscenti.” Presenting those three
lectures, “The Economics and Ethics of Racial Classification,” in April 2000, and seeing
them published by Harvard University Press as The Anatomy of Racial Inequality in
2002, confirmed that | had, at long last, “come home.”

| can still feel the warm glow of satisfaction that washed over me while being introduced
before each talk—in flattering terms, to overflow crowds—by the eminent black scholars
William Julius Wilson, Lawrence Bobo, and Kwame Anthony Appiah. Here, finally, was
my chance to deploy all of my social scientific and expository powers to inveigh against
the evils of racial inequality and to defend the dignity of “our people.” | was determined
to atone for my apostasy and, so it now appears upon rereading the text, | succeeded
admirably! Such was the emotional impetus driving me to write this book.

But the arguments on offer here sprang from my head as much as from my heart. Again,
my time at Harvard in the 1980s was crucial. For that is where | encountered Thomas
Schelling, the Nobel Prize winning economist, who passed away in 2016. We worked
together for nearly a decade at the Kennedy School of Government, and | learned much
from him. We created and co-taught for several years a course called Public Policy in
Divided Societies. There | encountered and read deeply writers such as Amartya Sen
(“Rational Fools”); Albert Hirschman (Exit, Voice, and Loyalty); Erving Goffman (The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life); David Lewis (Convention); Leo Strauss
(Persecution and the Art of Writing); Kenneth Arrow (Social Choice and Individual
Values); Robert K. Merton (“The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy”); Howard Raiffa (Negotiation
Analysis); Mancur Olson (The Logic of Collective Action); Michael Spence (“Job Market
Signaling”); Harold Isaacs (Idols of the Tribe); Jon Elster (Sour Grapes); and Michael
Walzer (Spheres of Justice). This experience of teaching with Tom more than three
decades ago laid the intellectual foundations for this book. It broadened my horizons
beyond the narrow confines of technical economic theory. It showed me the power of
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strategic analysis to illuminate questions about identity, inequality, social ethics, and
imperfect rationality. It inspired me to study in comparative spirit a wide range of real-
world phenomena.
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...Tom Schelling helped me see how an open-minded economist can theorize rigorously
about such ubiquitous social phenomena as rumors; seduction; plausible deniability; dog-
whistle politics; riots; signaling; “passing for white”; usage of expressive imprecision;
group think; code words; discursive taboos; naked emperors; one’s knowledge of the
other’s state of knowledge; the subtle differences between promises, threats, and bluffs,
and so on.

%k %k

As for the book itself, The Anatomy of Racial Inequality sought to do three things: outline
a theory of “race” applicable to social and historical circumstances in the United States;
sketch an account of the stubborn persistence of racial inequality in America; and offer a
conceptual framework for social criticism on race-related issues, so as to influence
political and intellectual elites on behalf of a program of reform. Today | stand by my
analysis of the first two themes, but | have come to have considerable misgivings
concerning what | had to say about the third one.

k k%

Racial Stereotypes: Taking a Cognitive, Not a Normative, Approach

Any theory of “race” must reckon with the fact that people take note of and assign
significance to superficial markings on the bodies of other human beings—their skin
color, hair texture, facial bone structures, and so forth. This universal human practice
appears to have a deep neurological foundation. This is the point of departure for my
analysis. | refer to a society as being “raced” when its members routinely partition the
field of human subjects whom they encounter in that society into groups, where this
sorting convention is based on the subjects’ possession of some cluster of observable
bodily marks. This leads to my claim that, at bottom, “race” is all about “embodied social
signification.” Let us call this the social-cognitive approach to thinking about “race.” It can
be usefully contrasted with an approach derived from the science of biological
taxonomy, in which one classifies human beings on the basis of the natural variation in
genetic endowments across geographically isolated sub-populations. Such isolation was
a feature of the human condition until quite recently (on an evolutionary time scale),
permitting there to be some independent biological development within sub-populations
that might be thought to have led to the emergence of distinct “races.”
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Of course, this idea of “biological race” is controversial. When philosophers deny the
reality of “race,” they have in mind this biological-taxonomic notion, and what they deny
is that meaningful distinctions among contemporary human sub-groups can be derived in
this way.... [T]he validity of racial classification as an exercise in biological taxonomy is
conceptually distinct from the validity (and relevance) of my concern with racial
categorization as an exercise in social cognition. The social convention of thinking about
other people (or oneself, for that matter) as belonging to different “races” is a deeply
ingrained feature of our political culture that has taken on a life of its own ... Thus, my
approach to the concept of “race” is cognitive, not normative. This perspective is
supported by the theory of “self-confirming stereotypes” that | advanced in my first Du
Bois lecture.

%k %k

...[N]Jo objective basis for a racial taxonomy is necessary in order for the subjective use of
racial categories to be warranted. For, if a person knows that others in society will
classify him based on certain markers, and if such classification impacts his material well-
being, then it will be a rational cognitive stance on his part—not an unfounded belief and
certainly not a moral error—for him to think of himself as being “raced.” In turn, that he
thinks of himself in this way and that his societal peers are inclined to classify him
similarly can provide a compelling reason for any newcomer to that society to adopt this
ongoing scheme of racial classification. (Learning the extant “language” of embodied
social signification is a first step toward assimilation for the foreigner, or the newborn,
into any “raced” society.) So, | conclude that “races,” in this social-cognitive sense, may
come to exist and to be reproduced over the generations in a society, even though there
may be no “races” in the biological-taxonomic sense....

For me, then, the term “race” refers to indelible, heritable marks on human bodies—skin
color, hair texture, facial bone structure—of no intrinsic significance, but that
nevertheless have through time come to be invested with social expectations and social
meanings that are more or less durable. Two distinct perceptual processes are
implicated: categorization and signification. Categorization entails sorting people into a
small number of groups based on bodily marks so as to differentiate one’s dealings with
such persons accordingly. It is a basic effort to comprehend the social world around us.
By contrast, signification is an interpretative act—one that associates certain
connotations, or “social meanings,” with the categories. So, informational and symbolic
issues are both at play. Or, as | put it in the book, when we speak about race, what we
are really talking about is “embodied social signification.”

%k %k

Racial Stigma: Offering an Account of “Systemic Racism”

This brings me to the subject of my second lecture—racial stigma—which | see as the
central innovative concept in this book. | eschewed use of the word “racism” not because
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| saw no moral problem, but because | thought the word imprecise. More useful, |
argued, was my core concept, racial stigma, and the related notion of “biased social
cognition.” By invoking these ideas, | was trying to connect two things: that people use
racial classifications when interacting with one another, and that the “social meanings”
associated with racial categories can determine how they account for any disparities
they see in the social world around them. It was this linkage between perceptions of
“race” and the implicit causal accounts of racial inequality that interested me. | was
asking: How does the “race” of those enduring problematic social circumstances affect
whether or not powerful observers perceive there to be a social problem, and what
implications for our politics follow from this?

The effect | was after when talking about racial stigma, and the reason | employed the
seemingly loaded phrase “biased social cognition,” was to identify the politically
consequential cognitive distortions that occur when the observably inferior position of a
racial group is thought to have emerged from qualities intrinsic to that group, even
though the actual causation entails a system of social interactions. A disparity will not
constitute a “problem” when observers see it as resulting from the deficiencies of those
lagging behind. It is a species of “racial essentialism,” | argued, if observers refuse to see
the systemic and endogenous interactions that lead to bad social outcomes for African
Americans, and if they instead attribute those results to exogenous factors that are
taken to be internal to the group and beyond political remedy. My principal argument in
The Anatomy of Racial Inequality is that—due to our history of African slavery and the
enduring stigma attaching to “blackness”—the risk of this particular causal misattribution
for black people is great. This is a theory of “systemic racism”—using the language of our
time—that | advanced two decades ago, and which | believe remains relevant to this day.

kK %k

To act, we must marry the facts we observe to some model of social causation. This
model need not be explicit in our minds. It can and usually will lurk beneath the surface
of our conscious reflections. Still, it is the facts plus the model that lead us to perceive a
given circumstance as indicative of some as yet undiagnosed failing in our social
interactions, or not. This kind of reflection on the deeper structure of social-cognitive
processes bearing on the issue of racial disparity is what | hoped to stimulate with my
discussion of biased social cognition. And the role of “race” in such processes is what |
alluded to when | talked about racial stigma.

Racial Justice: My Argument with Today’s Zeitgeist

In my third lecture | offered a critique of colorblindness and endorsed the practice of
affirmative action. | argued that colorblindness as a philosophical approach to public
policy was inadequate. It alone could not accommodate the task of redressing racial
injustice. This is a view | would still affirm today. | took some pains, however, to explicitly
distance myself from many of the vociferous critics of racial preferences in the 1990s,
including Justice Clarence Thomas, the writers Abigail and Stephen Thernstrom, and
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critics like Ward Connerly and Shelby Steele. In doing so, | reversed the position against
affirmative action for which | had been known earlier in my career. This, | have since
come to believe, was a serious error. Chalk it up, if you like, to my zeal twenty years ago
to mend the breach with my academic co-racialists. In any case, | find myself these days
in a sustained argument with the zeitgeist about the nature of the country in relation to
the unresolved issue of racial inequality, exclusion, and discrimination. | think the
discourse has gone badly off the rails, especially on issues like affirmative action and
reparations for descendants of slaves. In previewing the now dated argument in my
twenty-year-old book, | would like to briefly explain why.

Broadly speaking, two conflicting narratives about race and inequality compete for our
attention: the “bias narrative” and the “development narrative.” This book proceeded
primarily by embracing the first, but | have since come to believe that the second is the
more relevant for our time. How one frames the “racial justice” issue depends on which
account one emphasizes. The bias narrative stresses how white supremacy has done us
black folk wrong. America “has its knee on our necks,” so to speak...By contrast, the
development narrative puts in center place the incomplete project of empowering
African Americans who have been adversely impacted by history to acquire those
capacities of functioning and performance that can allow for effective competition on
what is basically a level playing field.

A first-order imperative, on this account, is to abet the acquisition of the skills and the
acculturation of the behaviors that afford our youngsters a greater chance for success in
life.

kK %k

| set this argument within historical context: African Americans—emerging from slavery,
Jim Crow segregation, and widespread discrimination—have as a group been diminished
in terms of the development of our competitive and productive capacities. Generations
of unequal schools and of employment and housing discrimination have impeded the
realization within the African American population of our latent potential. Given such a
history, one cannot expect that, at Day One, there would have been equality of the
various indicia of achievement, since the background conditions did not afford us an
equal opportunity to realize our full human possibilities. This is the status quo ante from
which affirmative action emerged a half-century ago—the baseline from which we have
endeavored to move towards something more equal. In the face of this historical
inheritance, some policies of racial preference could, | think, be justified.

But time does not stand still, and we now face a difficult historical challenge. We are at a
crossroads and need to reevaluate. In keeping with my argument from twenty years ago,
| do not here object to affirmative action in principle, seeing it as unjust racial
discrimination in reverse. It was both necessary and proper to rely upon some
preferential treatment for descendants of the slaves as a temporary, stopgap mechanism.
But the fundamental developmental deficits that history has bequeathed to us must also

Glenn Loury: An Independent Mind - Excerpts from preface of The Anatomy of Racial Inequality 5



0 WOODSONCENTER

be addressed if African Americans are to compete effectively going forward. And
effective competition is the only path to genuine racial equality. We are not facing up to
this challenge... It is a form of “cheap grace” for elite gatekeepers to use preferences as a
cover for the consequences of our racially unjust history. Ultimately, black people are
going to be the ones left with the short end of this deal, because relying on racial
preferences in elite venues invites patronization, condescension, contempt, dishonesty,
shame, and a general erosion of standards precisely in places where the competition for
status is most keen. This may vyield racially proportionate representation, but it is a long
way from achieving genuine racial equality.

As for slavery reparations, this policy may seem to be a logical extension of the forgoing
argument... It is natural to try to monetize the racial depredations of history, but |
nevertheless think this is a mistake—for black people ourselves, and for the country as a
whole...It would constitute a transaction on the basis of which we will have been paid in
compensation for what history has wrought. It would be unwise, | think, to discharge
that moral obligation in this way... | object to sitting across a bargaining table with the
rest of America—us with our moral capital on one side, the country with its financial
capital on the other side—pushing that moral capital into the middle of the table and
receiving money in exchange.

The ability for us to command the larger society’s attention to the certain-to-be-ongoing
social maladies afflicting so much of black America will have been significantly
diminished. Far better, in my view—more ethical and also more politically effective—
would be to take our moral capital, combine it with the influence of others on behalf of
creating of a decent social contract for all Americans, and work hard get that
implemented. If that program were to succeed, then bad schools in African American
neighborhoods would get attention; jails overflowing with black people would become a
big social issue; and the needs of families, employment issues, health care concerns, and
so forth would be attended to. They would be attended to for all Americans, and
therefore for those African Americans most in need. Do not try to cut a separate deal
with America is my message to black people. That is a mistake.

The Existential Challenge Confronting African Americans

| am reminded, amidst the contemporary turmoil, of the period after emancipation, more
than 150 years ago. A brief moment of pro-freedmen sentiment during Reconstruction in
the immediate aftermath of the Civil War was washed away, and the long, dark night of
Jim Crow emerged. Blacks were set back. But, in the wake of this setback emerged some
of the greatest achievements of African American history. The freedmen who had been
liberated from slavery in 1863 were almost universally illiterate. Within a half-century,
their increased literacy rates rivaled anything that has been seen in terms of a mass
population acquiring the capacity to read. That significant achievement helped to bring
them into the modern world.
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We now look at the black family lamenting, perhaps, the high rate of births to unmarried
mothers. But that is a post-1960s phenomenon. The health of the African American
social fiber coming out of slavery was remarkable. Businesses were built. People
acquired land, educated their children, and developed skills. They constantly faced
opposition at every step along the way —"no blacks need apply”; “for whites only,” etc.—
but nevertheless they built a foundation from which could be launched the civil rights
movement in mid-twentieth century that changed the politics of our country forever. As
my friend Robert Woodson is fond of saying, “When whites were at their worst, we
blacks were at our best.” What | want to declare here is that we can do it again!

This, then, is my final observation, as | reflect on the twentieth anniversary of the
publication of my Du Bois Lectures: If we African Americans want equal dignity—if we
want racial equality in its truest and highest sense—then we must realize that “white
America” cannot give us what we seek. We actually have to earn equal status. Please
understand that | am on the side of black people when saying this. But, at this late date, |
feel obliged to report that equality of dignity, standing, honor, and security in one’s
position in society—the ability to command the respect of others—these are not things
that can be demanded and then simply handed over. Rather, these are thing[s] that we
must wrest from a cruel and indifferent world with our bare hands, inspired by the
example of our enslaved and newly freed ancestors. We must make ourselves equal. No
one can do it for us.

Discussion Questions

e Have you ever said or written something you believed at the time, only to return
to it later and realize you have changed your mind significantly? When did this
happen, and what made you rethink your original arguments?

e Loury writes, “The health of the African American social fiber coming out of
slavery was remarkable. Businesses were built. People acquired land, educated
their children, and developed skills.” How do you view Black America’s current
“competitive and productive capacities” -- the wherewithal to contribute to
America’s social institutions (economics, education, religion, family, politics,
healthcare)?

e What practices and opportunities do you embrace to be able to “compete
effectively” in the future workforce?

e Loury begins this preface by describing how “Skip Gates” invited him to deliver
the Du Bois lectures. Who is Skip Gates, and by what other name is he better
known publicly? What are Gates’ main contributions to American culture and
scholarship?
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