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The central problem of the 21st century is elite white men. They long ago 
created what we term the elite-white-male dominance system, a complex and 
oppressive system central to most western societies that now affects much 
of the planet. This small elite rules actively, undemocratically, and globally, 
yet remains largely invisible to the billions of people it routinely dominates. 
In the U.S. case, which we focus on here, few people outside the top rank of 
this powerful elite or its immediate subordinates can name more than a tiny 
number of the mostly white men at the pinnacle of major U.S. institutions.

While we include these immediate powerful subordinates in the term 
elite, we seek to accent the top rank of that elite—the mostly white men 
who occupy the loftiest apex of societal power and control. This small rul-
ing class holds exceptional social rank and privileges, and they have much 
more power than non-elite members of society. Those in the top rank of the 
elite form a dominant oligarchy in which they, a very small minority of U.S. 
residents, rule over all others in society.1

The director of one media research project, Soraya Chemaly, has summed 
up the extensive white male dominance across major U.S. economic, politi-
cal, educational, and media institutions:

[Currently] white men make up more than 80% of Congress, 78% of 
state political executives, 75% of state legislators, 84% of mayors of 
the top 100 cities, 85% of corporate executive officers, 100% of CEOs 
of Wall Street firms, 95% of Fortune 500 CEOs, 73% of tenured pro-
fessors, 64% of newsroom staffers, 97% of heads of venture capital 
firms, 90% of tech jobs in Silicon Valley, 97% of owners of television 
and radio licenses, 87% of police departments and 68% of U.S. Circuit 
Court Judges.2

A very unusual New York Times article recently presented photographs of top 
elite and other powerful decision-makers. Unsurprisingly, it showed a huge 
sea of white, and especially white male, faces of societal decision-making  
power.3 As Chemaly adds to her analysis, if a novelist presented a fictional 
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story in which the gender of these powerful decision-makers were reversed, 
the “reviewers would describe this world as a violent and emasculating fem-
inist tyranny or a frightening male dystopia.”4

One goal of this book is to move away from the typical passive tenses and 
vague nouns in discussing those who have ruled this country for centuries. 
In our experience, almost no social analysts have made regular and system-
atic use of a specific term and concept like “elite white men,” for those who 
constitute the overwhelming majority of the most powerful decision-makers  
whose everyday choices and actions have regularly shaped both the United 
States and other societies across the globe.

One only has to skim a typical U.S. history textbook to see that almost 
all of the top economic and political decisions made by Americans since the 
1600s have been made by elite white men. Some actions taken by these elite 
white individuals, or by elite subgroups, have been relatively progressive or 
potentially beneficial to ordinary people—for example, the elite’s asserting 
equality and justice themes in the Declaration of Independence, creating 
1930s New Deal social welfare programs, joining the European war against 
Nazism in World War II, helping to create a United Nations, and passing 
significant civil rights, health, and social welfare laws since the 1960s.

However, a great many other choices and decisions made by this elite 
have been oppressive for centuries, for very large numbers of people in 
North America and overseas. These have included, to name a few, creating 
North American colonies by killing off and stealing land from indigenous 
Americans, creating and maintaining African American slavery for more 
than half of U.S. history, fighting a bloody Civil War over slavery, maintain-
ing Jim Crow segregation for many decades, establishing a sexist and het-
erosexist legal system, creating an auto-centered and petroleum-dependent  
transportation system, creating exploitative capitalistic corporations, mili-
tarily invading countries to build a U.S. empire, becoming the largest seller 
of weapons abroad, using the first nuclear weapons, and starting wars in 
countries such as Iraq and Afghanistan. Today’s white male elite, and the 
organizations they head and are thus empowered by, still engage in many 
similar actions, including the large-scale parasitic exploitation of people of 
color globally. Note too that this elite has historically generated much of the 
racial, gender, and class framing rationalizing their actions.

For centuries, since Europeans began imperialistic and colonial expan-
sion, a powerful white male capitalistic elite has emerged and thereby 
replaced earlier aristocratic elites by generating great wealth from extensive 
theft of the labor, land, and other resources of peoples across the globe. 
They have engaged in new nation-building and positioned themselves at 
the top of the overarching elite-white-male dominance system and, thus, 
of three of its major subsystems—systemic sexism (heterosexism), sys-
temic classism (capitalism), and systemic racism—that we examine in this 
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book.5 These highly oppressive and globally determining subsystems usu-
ally appear together in societal operations and are regularly interlocking, 
codetermining, and coreproducing in a helix-like fashion. This is true for 
several reasons, but one primary one is that the same or similar elite white 
men have long ruled at the top of each subsystem, and thereby over the 
entire  elite-white-male dominance system.

A typical definition of “modernity” emphasizes features of western coun-
tries, such as advanced industrialization, extensive urbanization, substantial 
secularism, and developed technologies. This modernity, which supposedly 
includes a superior rationality, has long been accented by western schol-
ars and other analysts, from German sociologist Max Weber’s time to the 
present. What is missing from such conventionally positive portrayals of 
modernity is what is central to this book—the elite-white-male dominance 
system and its many negative impacts for much of humanity. In many ways 
the elite-controlled, colonized world created by European expansion, impe-
rialism, and colonization from the 16th to the 19th centuries gave birth to 
many oppressive structures and other oppressive aspects of western societ-
ies that persist to the present day.

Social Science Analyses of the Elite

Since early in the history of western social science, most mainstream social 
scientists have tiptoed around the major issues of elite power and coer-
cion, especially in regard to systemic racial, gender, and/or class oppres-
sion. Unsurprisingly, these social sciences have long been molded by their 
national contexts, and thus relatively elite white men have generally shaped 
the dominant theoretical and methodological perspectives on stratifica-
tion issues.6 As sociologist William Carroll has argued, this powerful white 
group has greatest access to information about how major institutions 
operate, while those in subordinated positions have much less information. 
As a result, most people have to put some “trust in the managers, officials, 
and professionals who occupy the higher echelons of the system.” Drawing 
on sociologist Howard Becker’s earlier argument, Carroll explains that if 
social scientists do research and teaching from some version of the domi-
nant racial, class, or gender framing, “there is no charge of bias. . . . It is when 
sociologists give credence to subordinate perspectives and experiences, 
thereby challenging the hierarchy of credibility, that they may be charged 
with bias.”7

Nonetheless, a significant number of social scientists have examined, 
with varying degrees of critical insight, aspects of western political and eco-
nomic elites. Numerous mainstream political and organizational theorists, 
such as the conservative James Burnham, have provided insightful anal-
yses of the role of managers, professionals, and think-tanks in important 
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societal decisions.8 In this book we have drawn most often on the social sci-
ence tradition of investigating the U.S. elite from a more critical class (e.g., 
neo-Marxist) perspective. For instance, in the 1950s the critical sociologist 
Floyd Hunter demonstrated the absence of real democracy in decision- 
making in a major U.S. city, while sociologist C. Wright Mills probed beneath 
everyday events to major societal power inequalities and the actors shaping 
them. Mills documented, at the helm of U.S. society, a small tripartite elite—
those few people in big corporations, major government agencies, and large 
military institutions who typically make many of society’s most important 
decisions.9 A  little later, in 1960, political scientist Elmer Schattschneider 
argued that the array of powerful pressure groups did not add up to the 
“democratic” U.S. political system claimed by many pluralist analysts.10

More recent class-critical social scientists, such as Philip Burch and Bill 
Domhoff, have shown in empirical detail that the U.S. is governed at the top 
by an upper-class elite that is empowered by the organizations they operate 
from and the networks they have emerged from. Their work has influenced 
our understanding of the role of corporations and other important orga-
nizations in the power and development of the country’s elite. Domhoff, 
for example, has demonstrated well that major capitalists and their close 
subordinates rule in the United States, in part, by serving in top positions 
in government and in private policy-planning organizations.11 This criti-
cal social science theorizing and empirical research has mostly accented 
aspects of the social class dimension of the dominant elite, and we will draw 
on research on class and capitalism in our analysis.

However, there is much more to the dominant elite’s social dominance 
that must be fully delineated and assessed. Throughout this book, we 
demonstrate that whiteness and maleness are extraordinarily important 
social dimensions shaping this elite’s personal and collective reality, includ-
ing their dominant social framing and their decisions flowing from that 
framing. As we demonstrate, these elite white men have for centuries con-
stituted the group at the top of three major social hierarchies—the capital-
istic, sexist, and racial hierarchies. They have long created, maintained, and 
extended these inegalitarian hierarchies that are imbedded in and shaping 
all societal institutions. Generally speaking, contemporary social scientists 
and other social analysts have substantially bypassed an in-depth analysis of 
the reality and significance of the white and male aspects of this controlling 
elite’s motivations to act and, thus, the important decisions that result.

The partial exceptions to this generalization are mainly a few research 
studies and theories of scholars of color and white women scholars. For 
instance, one social scientist who pioneered in bringing issues of racism 
into a neo-Marxist class analysis was Oliver Cox, an African American 
sociologist. Between the 1940s and the 1970s he did penetrating analyses of 
the intertwining of white racism and class-exploitative capitalism. Breaking 
with white social scientists in that era, he contributed significantly to our 
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understanding of this intertwining of racial and class oppression, seen as 
a single phenomenon with white capitalists generally at the top. From his 
empirically honed perspective, that ruling elite had aggressively exploited 
black labor and thus succeeded in proletarianizing “a whole people—that 
is to say, the whole people is looked upon as a class—whereas white prole-
tarianization involves only a section of the white people.”12 The concepts of 
capitalists and white people seem “to mean the same thing for, with respect 
to the colored peoples of the world, it is almost always through a white 
bourgeoisie that capitalism has been introduced. The early [white] capitalist 
settlers . . . were disposed to look upon the latter and their natural resources 
as factors of production to be manipulated impersonally with ‘white capi-
tal’ in the interest of profits.”13 Early on, Cox had assessed how the western 
ruling elite not only is made up of controlling capitalists but also has histor-
ically been almost entirely white and male.

Moreover, in the midst of the 1960s civil rights movement, black activ-
ists and activist-scholars increasingly accented the problem of an oppres-
sive U.S. power structure. In their influential book Black Power, Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee leader Kwame Ture and historian 
Charles Hamilton analyzed the racial and class aspects of what they called 
out as the “white power structure,” especially how that power elite had cre-
ated racially oppressive institutions that did much more harm than did 
isolated white bigots. Although they did not accent the gendered aspect 
of this oppression or call out and assess elite white men more specifically, 
they took a major step in naming and critiquing the collective white power 
structure and demonstrating that its power flowed from institutional 
positioning.14

In recent years a few other scholars have done some research on another 
juncture of the racial and class hierarchies—ordinary white men in the 
working class. Sociologist Michael Kimmel has analyzed the views of angry 
white men in the working class who have faced declining deindustrializa-
tion and loss of jobs in recent times; he briefly calls out elite actors for suc-
cessfully hiding their role in this crisis: “This has been the cultural mission 
of the ruling elites—to deny their own existence . . . and pretend that they 
are on the side of the very people they are disenfranchising. . . . The anger of 
middle-class white Americans is . . . misdirected not toward those who are 
the cause of their misery but against those who are just below them on the 
economic ladder.”15 Still, Kimmel’s discussion is brief and he does not probe 
more deeply into the who and what of these “ruling elites.”

The Triple Helix of Class, Racial, and Gender Domination

The influential sociologist Patricia Hill Collins, whose pioneering work on 
intersectionality theory is discussed in the next chapter, has suggested that 
the racial-gender intersectionality she probes deeply is part of an overarching 
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system of oppression she terms the “matrix of domination”—the intercon-
necting matrix of the gender, class, and racial oppressions. Drawing on the 
tradition of black feminist thought in assessing the oppressive situations of 
black women, Collins argues that an accent on a single matrix structure should 
replace older models that just add up oppressions: “Race, class, and gender 
represent the three systems of oppression that most heavily affect African- 
American women.”16 A few other scholars of color have briefly underscored 
this tripartite system of oppressions. For instance, bell hooks too has pio-
neered in assessing the intersectionality of women of color. She labeled the 
system at the root of white violence against women and men of color as the 
“white supremacist capitalist patriarchy.”17 These scholars of color have laid 
one major part of the conceptual basis on which we build in this book.

Here we add to existing intersectionality theory and critical elite the-
ory by accenting additional theoretical dimensions and empirical realities. 
In particular, we provide a specific and detailed focus on those white men 
who are the key decision-makers at or near the apex of society’s elite-white-
male dominance system. We primarily assess their centrality in three of this 
larger system’s complex subsystems of racial, class, and gender oppression.

The Triple Helix
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These oppression subsystems, which elite decision-makers play a central 
role in controlling and perpetuating, are much more than separate societal 
vectors that are “pointing in different directions and crossing at one point.”18 
They do much more than intersect. Generally, they are intimately intertwined 
and interlocking at several levels, like a triple social helix, and they have code-
termined and coreproduced each other at these levels for centuries. Thus, in 
their everyday actions elite white men constantly have a great impact on the 
shape and trajectory of society. Regularly, over short and long periods of 
time, they seek to protect and expand capitalistic profit and property, their 
position in the national and global racial hierarchy, and their hegemonic 
masculinity in the global gender order. As we will demonstrate, they are so 
powerful substantially because of the major networks and major organiza-
tions in which they are groomed, situated, and/or operative.

Among the specific questions we raise about these elite white men and 
their determinative actions are these: How has a rather small number of 
people, these very powerful white men, come to control most of the west-
ern world, and increasingly much of the globe? How does their racial and 
gender position and framing shape their actions in sync with their capi-
talistic position and class framing? What has motivated these elite men to 
create and perpetuate a geographical empire of centuries-long exploitation 
and dominance? Given that mostly elite white men still control this empire 
of hundreds of millions of people, where and how do they maintain that 
extensive national and global dominance? And how have they viewed and 
framed themselves, especially in comparison to those they have exploited 
and subordinated in class, racial, and/or gender terms?

So let us, indeed, position and assess these exceptionally powerful white 
men and their huge number of concrete societal-shaping actions as the 
global problem of the 21st century when it comes to many matters of human 
rights and human survival, to real “liberty and justice for all” of humanity.



http://taylorandfrancis.com


As explained in the Introduction, we focus on the elite-white-male domi-
nance system and, more specifically, three of its major subsystems—systemic 
sexism (heterosexism), systemic classism (capitalism), and systemic rac-
ism. U.S. and other North American history is very centrally about human 
beings who are greatly shaped by these hierarchical, oligarchical, and con-
stantly intertwined subsystems. These human beings thus vary greatly in life 
opportunities, choices, and patterns because of these societal ranking and 
rewarding systems. Grounded in many empirical social science studies, our 
conceptual framework understands that ordinary men and women of most 
racial backgrounds and most class positions have long been unjustly subor-
dinated and made unequal to elite white men. In most major institutional 
areas, most white women and most men and women of color are subordinate 
to elite white men, have far less political-economic power, and thus in many 
ways lack substantial command over much of their own societal futures.

While hierarchically arranged categories of human beings are conven-
tionally seen as natural social results, they all are in fact socially constructed. 
These hierarchical oppressions involve the successful assertion of bodily and 
other material control by the dominant groups over those down the ladders 
of gender, class, and racial subordination. In these hierarchies a great many 
are subordinated while others are socially dominant, and the greatest mate-
rial and social gains come to those who are most dominant. The hierarchies 
emerging in most of North America originated in early European coloniza-
tion across the globe, a history examined below. As we will see, European 
colonizing goals were centrally materialistic—that is, to secure land and labor 
and to develop production and markets to profit Europeans and European 
Americans, especially in the upper classes. In the chapters that follow we seek 
to analyze from several viewpoints the oscillation, dynamism, and character 
of elite-white-male rule in North America’s past history and in the present.

Interlocking Framing: The Great Chain of Being

How did the country that became the United States, in particular, develop 
this overarching system of elite-white-male dominance with its large-scale 
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subsystems of social oppression? The oldest of these is the patriarchal- 
sexist subsystem. In the 16th and 17th centuries this old European sys-
tem of oppression was redeveloped in North America and was joined and 
shaped by two other subsystems of oppression—capitalistic class oppres-
sion and systemic racial oppression. In their early and later developments 
these three structures of oppression have been intertwined and extended 
across whole societies, including the North American colonies and later 
United States.

The European colonizers brought to North America a social subordi-
nation and categorization system that was adapted to the new society they 
created, thereby shaping it in fundamental ways. Central to their Christian 
worldview had long been a mental framing of the world that emphasized a 
grand hierarchical structure called the “great chain of being,” a view dating 
back to the ancient Greeks. In the early Christian era, the Christian God 
and angels were placed at the top of this ladder of beings. Below them was 
a well-developed hierarchy of superior and inferior human beings and 
then other animal groups. The higher up that ladder, the more socially val-
ued a group was; the lower down, the less socially valued. In the view of 
the formidable men who headed up the Christian groups that dominated 
Europe, and soon North America, virtuous Christians were above unvirtu-
ous non-Christians, the highly ranked aristocrats were above lower-status 
ordinary people, and the more privileged men were above subordinated 
women.1 Accepting the chain-of-being hierarchy and its rationalizing 
framing was a Christian duty. Disrupting it would mean social chaos—or 
so decreed the powerful European men who aggressively perpetuated it. 
Standing up to the views of this elite was against established religion and 
threatened societal stability.

The great-chain-of-being perspective was an integral part of English and 
other European men’s sexist, elitist-class, and Eurocentric framing of the 
world as they invaded the lands of indigenous peoples in North America 
and Africa. Seeking to rationalize their violent dominance of non-European  
peoples, European leaders and their implementing assistants framed them 
as being near the bottom of this great chain of being, with Europeans and 
their colonial descendants at the top of terrestrial beings. English and other 
European colonialism in the Americas generated a social system with a 
hierarchical and racialized division of status and labor where European 
American (soon self-named “white”) men were at the top, with European 
American women well below, and indigenous and African American men 
and women even lower at the bottom of this imposed hierarchy. Unsurpris-
ingly, given who enforced this social hierarchy, European men were regu-
larly viewed as “superior” and “manly,” while an ever-expanding group of 
colonized and subordinated non-European peoples (male and female) were 
framed as “inferior” and “weak.”2



The Elite-White-Male Dominance System • 11

Over the centuries since this early imperialistic colonization, the most 
powerful European and European American men, with aid from enabling 
acolytes, have regularly imposed or substantially shaped sexist, classist, and 
racist hierarchical structures in countries across the globe. Today, as in the 
past, this elite-white-male power is rooted in and buttressed by major socie-
tal organizations and institutions—and thus is systemic, firmly established, 
and undergirded by threats of force.

Intersectionality, Interactionality, and Coreproduction

Given this overarching elite-white-male dominance system, let us explore a 
bit more the relationships of its gender, class, and racial oppression subsys-
tems. How are these component subsystems related and interrelated? Espe-
cially since the 1960s civil rights movements, numerous social science and 
humanities scholars have focused on certain aspects of the intersectionality 
of these important subsystems. These intersections seem to have been ana-
lyzed in detail for those most oppressed, especially the intersectionality that 
situates African American women and other women of color. Indeed, some 
groundwork for analyzing the intersectional situation of African American 
women appeared well before the 1960s movements in the work of activists 
and analysts from Sojourner Truth and Frances E. W. Harper in the mid-
19th century to Anna Julia Cooper and Maria Stewart later in that century. 
For example, in her 19th century speeches and novels Harper provided pen-
etrating assessments of the dominance of patriarchal norms as they nega-
tively affected all women, and especially black women.3

Most recently, several African American scholars such as Kimberlé Cren-
shaw, Angela Davis, and Patricia Hill Collins have been in the forefront of 
those accenting a much more developed intersectionality theory and empir-
ical analyses. Coining the term “intersectionality” for critical race studies, 
Crenshaw was a pioneer in critiquing mainstream feminist studies for not 
considering the intersectional position of black women, who jointly face 
both systemic sexism and systemic racism. In her work Davis has exam-
ined, among other intersectionality issues, how enslaved black women were 
long racialized and gendered—exploited for their labor and “breeders” of 
enslaved children. In her pioneering intersectionality research, Philomena 
Essed has examined what she terms the “gendered racism” faced by black 
women in the United States and Europe.4 As suggested previously, Collins 
has provided a major and detailed social science analysis of intersectional-
ity issues in regard to how racial oppression intersects with gender oppres-
sion, and how understanding these intersections forms a distinctive black 
feminist epistemological perspective.5

In addition, over the last century white Marxist-Feminist scholars have 
examined the intersectional relationship of gender oppression and class 
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oppression, with a particular emphasis on the materialistic basis of this 
oppression. They have been critical of mainstream Marxists for paying lit-
tle attention to the conditions of women and of the radical feminist tra-
dition for being too psychological in analyses of such issues as marriage 
and women workers. Marxist-Feminist researcher Zillah Eisenstein has 
analyzed how the contemporary United States still has a well-developed 
patriarchal system in which women must struggle for their liberation and a 
positive sense of self.6 A Marxist-Feminist perspective, as Heidi Hartmann 
argues, regularly defines “patriarchy as a set of social relations between 
men, which have a material base, and which, though hierarchical, establish 
or create interdependence and solidarity among men that enable them to 
dominate women.”7 Well-established societal institutions, such as monog-
amous heterosexual marriage, thus provide male control over women’s 
access to essential productive resources (e.g., their relationship to the job 
economy) and control over women’s family and sexual labor. In this way, 
the early European patriarchal system and its male exploitation of women’s 
labor provided a major template for the later exploitation of colonized peo-
ples overseas.8

In this book we add to social science analysis of these systems of oppres-
sion by examining in specific detail the most powerful group, the elite white 
men, at the intersectional top of the hierarchical gender, class, and racial 
subsystems. This society-creating and society-shaping group is rarely called 
out as such and has almost never been systematically analyzed by social 
scientists. This group of societal overlords makes many of the most import-
ant everyday decisions that create, shape, and sustain the sexist, classist, 
and racist subsystems. They interlink and interconnect these subsystems—
physically, materially, and socially.

In addition, these subsystems do much more than accommodate each 
other, for they regularly codetermine and coreproduce one another. One sub-
system rarely operates in isolation of the others. For example, within the 
modern capitalistic system important economic positions are often signifi-
cantly determined and defined by the intersecting impacts of the sexist and 
racist subsystems. The hierarchical arrangement of jobs often has a major 
gendered component (e.g., women disproportionately in clerical positions, 
men disproportionately in senior management) or a racial component (e.g., 
blacks disproportionately in lower-paying jobs, whites disproportionately 
in better-paying jobs) that is not understandable just from an economic- 
class viewpoint. Theoretically, a profit-oriented capitalistic system does not 
require such gendered and racialized placements of workers. In turn, the 
long-term patterns of gendered and racialized job positions within the cap-
italistic economy help to reproduce other aspects of the larger sexist and 
racist subsystems of oppression. Additionally, the latter subsystems work to 
reinforce and coreproduce the class subsystem in numerous ways, including 
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the gender and racial splitting up of the working class to the general ben-
efit of the dominant capitalist class. For example, these subsystems create 
within capitalism a distinctive “reserve army of labor”—for instance, work-
ers of color who are paid less by discriminating employers, and thereby also 
undermine the wages of many white workers. Unmistakably, over centuries 
critical aspects of these subsystems of subjugation have become interlock-
ing and resistant to change, so that one subsystem significantly and regu-
larly helps to coreproduce the others.9

Throughout this book we see how powerful this coreproduction process 
is in maintaining the elite-white-male dominance system. Some decades 
back, a group of critical social theorists briefly developed this useful con-
cept, which they defined as a major “causal force at work in historical 
development. Spheres co-reproduce when the dynamics of one reproduce 
the defining relations of others.”10 We adopt here a holistic social science 
perspective that accents this reality of the major subsystems of sexist, clas-
sist, and racist oppression being coreproducing, interconnected, and inter-
twined. For the sake of a clearer explanation, we mainly consider in this 
book these three coreproducing subsystems of the elite-white-male domi-
nance system, but we must keep in mind the interconnections of these par-
ticular systems of oppression with other systems of oppression in western 
societies like the United States. Thus, our approach will be to look beyond 
surface appearances and prevailing mythologies to critical societal realities 
that have long been regularly hidden and thoroughly disguised.

Unity and Divisions in the Ruling Elite

Many analysts who research or theorize systemic sexism, classism, and rac-
ism are periodically accused of “essentialism.” This often involves the claim 
that there is such diverse experience within these categories that generaliz-
ing is unwarranted. However, other analysts counter that this “postmodern” 
attention to human differences has become so exacting that it leaves little 
room for the necessary unifying claims against major societal oppressions. 
That people in categories such as “women” or “African Americans” do not 
always experience subordination in the same manner does not mean that 
most do not share many similarly oppressive experiences as part of a socially 
oppressed group. As legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw has put it, a major 
project for all oppressed people is reflecting deeply on the “way in which 
power has clustered around certain categories and is exercised against oth-
ers. This project attempts to unveil the processes of subordination and the 
various ways in which those processes are experienced by people who are 
subordinated and people who are privileged by them.”11

As we will see throughout this book, much research demonstrates that 
substantial majorities of large subordinated groups such as women or 
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African Americans face broadly many similar gender and/or racial experi-
ences with the dominant white male group. In that sense they do constitute 
oppressed groups because that oppressor group has routinely and power-
fully made that so in material, legal, and other social terms.

Much empirical evidence demonstrates that the major institutions of 
U.S. society have long been shaped and operated by a small white and male 
elite, one that has taken on a more or less oligarchical form since the earliest 
century. Consider the foundational example of the 55 delegates at the 1787 
U.S. Constitutional Convention. They were all white men, and almost all 
were members of a privileged elite within the colonial society. All agreed 
that the new U.S. government must be powerful enough to protect private 
property, and thus undergird and sustain current and future class and racial 
inequality. Well-off white Americans had to protect themselves against 
rebellious enslaved workers, indigenous Americans, and landless whites—a 
principal reason for the second amendment protecting armed state mili-
tias. James Madison, the influential shaper of the Constitution, wrote of the 
“class with” property and the “class without” property and thereby noted 
increasing national inequality, which he wished to be constitutionally pro-
tected. A  leading northern delegate, Gouverneur Morris, likewise agreed 
that property is the “main object of Society.”12

These Constitution-makers did protect propertied interests, again 
mainly those of white men with substantial property such as early capital-
ists. For instance, Article I of the Constitution prevents state governments 
from interfering with contract obligations, and the Constitution’s Fifth and 
Fourteenth Amendments prohibit federal and state governments from tak-
ing private property without “due process of law” and “just compensation.” 
Ever since, the mostly elite or elite-vetted federal and state judges have gen-
erally made certain that propertied wealth is well-protected.13

The U.S. Constitution, together with other early political documents, did 
not create a true democracy (literally, rule by “the people”). The “founders” 
actually created a nation-state with a federal government that has drawn 
higher-level officials typically from the white upper class or upper middle 
class. From the beginning, this increasingly bureaucratized government has 
provided a major power base for the dominant elite; its operation has gen-
erally been elitist in regard to most significant foreign and domestic policy-
making. Moreover, the U.S. political system has sharply limited the degree 
of democratic input into its major political institutions by most adult cit-
izens. Indeed, the new U.S. Constitution was never ratified by the mass 
of the country’s adult citizens in a free election. The white male founders 
intentionally created an inegalitarian and undemocratic political system 
where most adults then—especially white women and women and men of 
color—had very little or no input into the shape and operation of the polit-
ical institutions. The few who sought a much more democratic political 
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system had lost out.14 Thus, the U.S. Constitution and political actions taken 
after its ratification essentially established a “white man’s republic” built to 
a substantial degree on African American slavery and the genocidal theft of 
indigenous peoples’ lands.

Still, within this dominant oppressor group there were, and still are today, 
significant social divisions. There is indeed no one societal place called the 
White Male Dominance Headquarters, “with flags and limousines, where 
all the strategies are worked out.”15 There are conflicts within the top rank 
of the ruling elite that are revealed in major institutions, and especially in 
such realms as politics and corporate competitions. One important politi-
cal or corporate faction periodically comes into conflict with another. For 
instance, when it came to some constitutional and other political issues, the 
founding elite had a conservative wing and a moderate wing, both rooted 
in empowering social networks and organizations. Those in the moderate 
wing of this elite were the most supportive of some greater class equal-
ity and of more political and legal rights for ordinary Americans (that is, 
ordinary white men). The more conservative wing included delegates who 
sought some form of monarchy, and many were anti-democratic and feared, 
as they said, “the masses.” Indeed, the moderate wing was unable to get a 
specific list of individual civil rights into the initial Constitution, and these 
had to be added later in a more democratic Bill of Rights, substantially 
because of pressures from ordinary whites (i.e., white men with influence 
in various states).16

Since the founding period, the factions in the ruling elite have also been 
differentially represented in various U.S. regions, with the majority of the 
southern elite often being more conservative on certain issues than those 
in other regions. In some situations the factions within this powerful elite 
have found themselves in temporary or permanent political and economic 
conflicts. Even so, there is nearly unanimous commitment to maintaining 
the top status of elite white men in the country’s gender, racial, and class 
hierarchies and thus in the overarching elite-white-male dominance sys-
tem. Note too that over the last century or so the dominant U.S. elite has 
shifted from one that was in early centuries virtually all northern European 
in origins—mostly white Anglo-Saxon Protestants—to a more ethnically 
diverse group including growing numbers of Irish Catholics and southern 
and eastern Europeans (mostly Catholics and Jews). Today the power elite 
is characterized by a multiethnic whiteness. More recently and slowly, token 
or modest numbers of other men and women, including from groups that 
are not white, have been added to the margins of this still very dispropor-
tionately white and male elite.

Frequently, as we provide details on this elite, we will observe that just 
below its top social rank is a larger class of acolytes and assistants who 
provide everyday enforcers and coordinators of this integrated system of 
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gender, class, and racial oppression. These powerful implementing decision- 
makers tend to be disproportionately white and male, but in recent decades 
modest numbers of white women and people of color have also moved up 
into these important societal positions.

Moreover, as we will document throughout this book, the tripartite sub-
systems of the elite-white-male dominance system are operative within 
most U.S. major institutions and at various social levels within them, includ-
ing groupings such as families, schools, workplaces, and civic organizations. 
Indeed, these latter social arenas are where much critical socialization into 
the dominant societal frames take place—the dominant frames that ratio-
nalize and legitimate the subsystems of gender, class, and racial oppression.

The Patriarchal-Sexist System and European Colonialism

In terms of historical time, patriarchal-sexist domination both predated 
and greatly shaped the historical emergence of the subsystems of capitalis-
tic class dominance and white racial dominance in western countries, and 
in the global spheres they have since controlled.

We previously noted the ancient Greeks’ great-chain-of-being framing of 
reality, which was later adopted and adapted by Europeans in the Christian 
era. Men were viewed as socially superior and women socially inferior, and 
thus necessarily subordinated. This patriarchal-sexist system has long had 
a strong misogynistic aspect; women are not only legally subordinated by 
superior men but often feared, disliked, or hated as dangerous. Researcher 
Jack Holland has traced the roots of this misogynistic perspective to the 8th 
century BCE, in both Greece and Judaea. There religious creation myths 
arose describing “the Fall of Man”—that is, myths about “how woman’s 
weakness is responsible for all subsequent human suffering, misery and 
death.” These “man’s fall” myths (e.g., Eve tempting Adam) became central 
in western civilization through the Greek and Jewish traditions; they were 
used by powerful men to rationalize the oppression of women in patriarchal- 
sexist societies. Later on, male oppression and misogyny were intensified 
in the Christian tradition, which accepted the old Adam and Eve “Original 
Sin” myth. Woman is therein considered responsible for the “falling away of 
man from the perfect state of grace with God into the horror of the reality 
of being.”17 The male leaders of the western religions, together with other 
male leaders, were key figures in this misogynistic subordinating and dehu-
manizing of women. A central concern was full social control of women, 
their bodies, and their lives.

Conditions for women got even worse in many areas toward the end of 
the European Middle Ages, the era in which modern capitalism emerges in 
the context of a patriarchal-sexist and feudal system faced with increasing 
peasant protests. Public witch trials and burnings, usually of women, were 
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part of the state violence that put down peasant rebellions against feudal 
elites. These trials also ensured, as Silvia Federici has demonstrated, that 
women had to submit to an amplified patriarchal system “where wom-
en’s bodies, their labor, their sexual and reproductive powers were placed 
under the control of the state and transformed into economic resources.”18 
From the 16th century onward, this extensive suppression of women was 
part of the great societal changes brought about by Europe’s religious, 
political, and economic elites. The landed feudal elite oriented to agricul-
ture was often struggling against the emerging urban capitalistic elite, yet 
both groups were almost always male and patriarchal-sexist in orientation. 
The capitalistic elite in various countries expanded its business enterprises 
by means of often violent “colonization and extermination of the popu-
lations of the New World, the English enclosures, [and] the beginning of 
the slave trade.”19 Organized state (especially military) violence has been 
central to capitalistic expansion and imperialism ever since.

Thus, the expansion of European countries overseas, the creation of 
empires, was simultaneously gendered, racialized, and classed. In this col-
onizing process, European male conquerors assumed male character to be 
virtuous and western Christian civilization to be a superior gift to a sup-
posedly uncivilized world. This imperialistic expansion was often led by 
European men from the male-dominated occupations of entrepreneurs, 
state officials, ministers or priests, traders, and soldiers. Unsurprisingly, an 
individualistic and assertive masculinity developed in connection with the 
greedy and violent conquests of indigenous peoples on several continents. 
The European sense of masculinity was reinforced by ever stronger and 
imperialistic European states and large professional armies, whose opera-
tions in overseas colonies and European wars further institutionalized and 
universalized the patriarchal-sexist power and often violent orientation of 
European men.20

Unsurprisingly, when they imposed colonial rule on indigenous and African 
peoples in North America, European colonizers operated from a patriarchal- 
sexist framing. Virtuous European (soon “white”) men were superior physi-
cally and morally, while women were weak and unvirtuous: “Marital, familial, 
and communal order all hinged on God’s sanction of male superiority.”21 The 
English colonists, both the ruling male elite and ordinary people, adjusted 
the patriarchal-sexist patterns in the law, church, and community customs to 
“new social and demographic conditions, implementing a brand of patriar-
chalism that reflected not only Old World practices but also a commitment 
to . . . creating godly communities on the American coast.”22

For instance, in his 1711 sermonizing pamphlet, Manly Christianity, the 
powerful Puritan minister and leader Cotton Mather made clear the nec-
essary connection between white manliness and good Christian virtue. In 
this view male colonists’ patriarchalism sustained a godly society; it was 
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linked to “Christian manhood and the system by which men enjoyed pri-
mary authority in both family and society.”23 Their patriarchal-sexist model 
was authoritarian. To be a Christian patriarch, a man was supposed to be 
virtuous and a “strict father” figure. Early colonial laws “dealing with adul-
tery, rebellious children, recalcitrant servants, single people, and the poor 
all served to reinforce the importance, power, and interests of independent 
married men and underscored the centrality of patriarchalism to colonial 
life.”24 Clearly, this European manhood framework not only set the norma-
tive patterns for men and women, but also shaped relationships between 
men of different social classes, ages, and family positions. Unsurprisingly, 
too, the elite European men extended patriarchal-family imagery to white 
male leadership in colonial communities, imagery that signaled their 
asserted control there and over the larger society.25

This European American patriarchal framework combined racial and 
masculinist views that shaped the approach these European American 
Christians took to Native American men. In the early colonization period 
major attempts were made to convert Native Americans to Christian-
ity, including converting indigenous men to the English patriarchal ideal. 
Soon, however, this Christian missionary approach was pushed to the side 
as greedy colonists developed an even more substantial warfare approach 
to gain a firm hold on more land belonging to others. Early on, “manly” 
warmaking was central to the English Americans’ view of Christian man-
hood. Their warmaking was contrasted in their minds with the supposedly 
unmanly and dishonorable warmaking conducted by Native American 
men who were, in fact, defending their invaded communities.26

Early male European leaders strongly shaped and maintained an ine-
galitarian, gendered society substantially through economic, legal, political, 
religious, and other institutional means. Ever since that era, in these insti-
tutional spheres, white men have generally averaged much more privileged 
and powerful positions and have received an array of better socioeconomic 
benefits and resources than women of all backgrounds. The European 
imperialistic and colonizing efforts were heavily gendered, masculinist, and 
patriarchal in what we term their male sexist framing. This aggressively male 
sexist framing is seen everywhere in the accounts of European explorers, 
entrepreneurs, and colonizers operating across the globe.27

Conceptualizing Systemic Sexism

Let us pause to underscore our systemic sexism perspective. Over the last 
century feminist scholars of diverse backgrounds have analyzed sexism 
(patriarchy) as deeply structured into U.S. society. Contemporary femi-
nist scholars such as Patricia Hill Collins and Judith Lorber have strongly 
accented the reality of gendered institutions and the role of a gender 
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ideology in perpetuating them. Some decades back in the 1970s, author Joe 
Feagin helped to accent the concept of institutional sexism, thereby taking 
analysis of gender discrimination beyond individualistic prejudice-centered  
theorizing.28 Too often sexism, like racism, is viewed by the public and 
mainstream scholars as mainly a matter of relationships between individ-
uals, between one or a few who are prejudiced perpetrators and one or a 
few who are the targets. In our view, however, sexism, like racism, cannot be 
adequately understood just in this individualistic framework.

Such asymmetrical interpersonal relationships are part of much larger 
systems within which more powerful people repeatedly and profitably 
impose their interests and goals on much less powerful people. At the heart 
of an analysis of this well-institutionalized sexism is this material reality of 
highly gendered exploitation and discrimination. It is centrally about who 
has the dominant power and who has much less or no power in recurring 
situations involving the societal groups concerned. We noted this materi-
alistic accent above in the work of early African American feminists and 
of Marxist-Feminists. Gendered oppression has long been institutional-
ized and has thereby allocated, to quote the early feminist Gerda Lerner, 
“resources, property, and privileges to persons according to culturally 
defined gender roles.” Furthermore, this has involved “male dominance over 
women and children in the family and the extension of male dominance 
over women in society in general.”29

Generally speaking, we use systemic sexism to refer to well-institutionalized  
societal patterns of subordinate and dominant social positions and roles, 
respectively, for women and men in a male-dominated hierarchical society. 
To catalog key dimensions of systemic sexism specifically, we should under-
score the following: (1) the many discriminatory practices of men directed 
against women; (2) the social privileges and power unjustly provided to 
men and enshrined in the dominant gender hierarchy; (3) the maintenance 
of these major gender inequalities by institutionalized social reproduction 
mechanisms; and (4) the many sexist prejudices, stereotypes, images, ide-
ologies, emotions, interpretations, and narratives that constitute the dom-
inant male sexist frame (male worldview) that rationalizes and implements 
the everyday oppression of women.

The dominant male sexist frame is a male-imposed worldview from 
which virtually all men routinely operate. As with all dominant frames, 
there are some significant variations associated with particular groups, such 
as certain racial and ethnic groups. (Yet, white masculinity dominates.) And 
numerous individuals in all groups may have some distinctive “bits” in their 
particular male sexist framing, but their individual bits are usually imbed-
ded in, and elaborations of, collective group knowledge. As the sociolo-
gist Karl Mannheim argued, “Strictly speaking it is incorrect to say that the 
single individual thinks. Rather it is more correct to insist that he [or she] 



20 • The Elite-White-Male Dominance System

participates in thinking [to] further” what the relevant others have thought 
before.30 Individuals always find themselves in societal settings where they 
learn and participate in inherited patterns of thought.

For centuries this male sexist frame has come to include both a deep-
seated pro-male subframe (a positive placement of men and male superior-
ity) and an anti-female frame (a negative placement of women and female 
inferiority). This male superiority subframe is the center of the dominant 
male sexist frame and aggressively accentuates male superiority, virtue, 
and associated elements. It thus emphasizes male supremacy (patriarchy) 
and hegemonic masculinity (superior manhood), the latter being typically 
viewed in U.S. society as white-racialized and heteronormative.31 Signifi-
cantly, the English word virtue is derived from the Latin word vir, which 
literally means man. Early in the development of North American colonies, 
white men were supposed to exhibit the manly virtues of courage, physical 
strength, and patriarchal dominance.

Consider a major contemporary example. This male sexist frame was 
obvious in the way the mainstream media recently covered the extramarital  
relationship between well-placed whites—Paula Broadwell, a counterter-
rorism expert and Army reservist, and David Petraeus, a former top U.S. 
general. In media discussions Broadwell was often negatively viewed out 
of the male sexist frame as very unvirtuous—with sexist language like “his 
mistress,” “shameless,” “self-promoter,” and “femme fatale” who “got her 
claws” into Petraeus. He, in contrast, was portrayed from the virtuous-male 
center of that sexist frame as a “leading” and “honorable general,” “gentle-
man,” and “family man” who “let his guard down.”32 He had made a “grave 
error,” but his career achievements were celebrated; she was “his mistress” 
without significant career achievements.

This negative framing of Broadwell lines up with centuries of negative 
framing of women who step outside the male-imposed normative expec-
tations of women being married, child-bearing homemakers. As Lisa Wade 
notes, for many centuries and to the present day, many women living out-
side these strong domesticity norms have been conceptualized as in a “vir-
gin” or “whore” category. In all these cases, however, women are viewed as 
subordinate to men, and their bodies are under male control.33

Women who conform to the virgin status or move into a conventional domes-
tic setting are “good” according to the male-crafted norms of the patriarchal- 
sexist system. Even today, women are expected to be more sexually “pure” 
and religiously “pious” than men. Sexual activity by women outside the con-
ventional norms often brings implicit or explicit criticism, in part because 
they are not supposed to have male-type sexual desires. In contrast, men are 
usually not judged so negatively for their sexual behavior, but are excused 
or expected to be sexually active outside of marriage (“men will be men”). 
Women who break strongly with these conventional male-crafted norms 



The Elite-White-Male Dominance System • 21

about domesticity and sexuality—such as those seeking careers outside the 
home, especially in male-dominated fields, or feminist activists—have long 
been considered to be “unfeminine,” “immoral,” or even “feminazis.”

The “Founding Fathers”: More Patriarchism and Intense Misogyny

In the early centuries of European colonization, the European American 
elite was substantially composed of large hereditary landowners and their 
business allies in the towns and small cities. By the 1660s the explicit term 
“patriarchism” was consciously developed for the sexist system by white 
men who headed up slave plantations, other large farms, and other impor-
tant economic institutions. Slaveholders and other slavery-related elite men 
(e.g., merchants, bankers, lawyers) constituted the dominant wing of this 
country’s white elite until the Civil War. And slaveholding communities, 
especially in southern and border states, were often organized around white 
male patriarchs who were extremely powerful and generally capitalistic in 
their business perspectives.34 Note that their hierarchical class framing of 
society was constantly intertwined with their racial and gender framing of 
society. Thus, the white patriarchal worldview of this European American 
gentry motivated their aggressive control over women and children on their 
agricultural plantations and farms and over workforces in the fields and 
town enterprises, including over enslaved indigenous and black workers 
and low-status white workers who generated significant profits for them.

Still, these men viewed themselves as highly virtuous men of principle, 
as powerful and strict “fathers” controlling not only families but often com-
munities and the larger society. For instance, in the 18th century the pow-
erful Virginia slaveholder William Byrd II described himself: “Like one of 
the [biblical] patriarchs, I have my flocks and my herds, my bond-men and 
bond-women, and every soart of trade amongst my own servants, so I live 
in a kind of independence. . . . I must take care to keep all my people to their 
duty, to set all the springs in motion, and to make every one draw his equal 
share to carry the machine forward.”35 He makes clear in various writings 
that his wife and family are included in his broad patriarchal sphere. Now 
that they had driven or killed off most indigenous Americans in the area, 
Byrd and others at the top of the white gentry even “appropriated the newly 
invented reputation of Indian men for virility.”36

One can use the term patriarchy to refer to this coercive, often vio-
lent dominance of these “fathers” over their lands and animals and over 
all aspects of the lives of their workers and family members. Moreover, 
for leading whites the immediate patriarchal family was a source of broad 
male-dominant metaphors used to interpret and conceptualize other 
important areas of socio-political life—including their patriarchal-like 
dominance over their communities and the larger society. Constantly, we 
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see how intimately interwoven and coreproducing were (and still are) the 
sexist, classist, and white-racist hierarchies and their rationalizing frames.

We notice too how important the religious legitimation of the elite-white- 
male position in society was, as in their accent on being like biblical patri-
archs. Influential religious leaders, especially but not exclusively in the 
South, such as minister James Henley Thornwell (1812–1862), defended 
slavery as a positive system under which white men had a moral and legal 
right to enslave others. In Thornwell’s view this racialized and gendered sys-
tem perpetuated the Bible’s patriarchal admonitions—with a white father as 
ruling head of a household that included not only his wife and children but 
also men, women, and children he enslaved. Leading white slaveholders, 
ministers, and publishers of pro-slavery publications regularly cited Isra-
el’s patriarchs in the Bible as examples of their God-ordained legitimacy as 
patriarchal enslavers of African Americans.37

Unsurprisingly, too, the white slaveholders made clear their fear that 
enslaved African Americans, especially men, would revolt against their 
enslavement. They secured many laws, including the U.S. Constitution, 
that supported armed militias and other policing organizations to protect 
slavery from revolts. Black men were viewed as threatening their dominant 
white masculinity, to the point that many slaveholders made black men 
and boys wear dress-like shirts (female clothing) and barred or restricted 
their wearing pants!38 Such actions again demonstrate the close connections 
between this country’s systemic racism and sexism.

In addition, significant fear of white women was regularly expressed by 
members of the white male establishment. The powerful slaveholder Wil-
liam Byrd II and the leading slaveholding intellectual Thomas Jefferson kept 
diaries that presented themselves as virtuous patriarchs and provided very 
negative commentaries on white women (e.g., as “female monsters”). They 
sprinkled diaries with misogynistic commentaries on women’s suppos-
edly abhorrent and corruptible bodies. The young Jefferson even penned a 
misogynistic fantasy of a better world without women.39

Like other white men, they drew on these misogynistic images as met-
aphors for broad discussions of political or societal corruption, accenting 
that a good society must avoid these serious woman-like faults. Unsurpris-
ingly, too, this white manhood perspective encompassed a heavy accent 
on heterosexism and hostility to gay and lesbian relationships. While 
gay relationships were occasionally tolerated if kept strictly private, lead-
ing founders such as Jefferson supported severe laws, including one that 
made castration punishment for gay men and facial mutilation for lesbian 
women. Numerous “sodomy” laws prescribed death for violations of hetero-
sexist laws.40 Being at the top of the societal hierarchies, these men played 
the central role in constructing who is the “normal” human being to judge 
others against—a male being bearing white heterosexist masculinity.
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Archly patriarchal views extended well beyond the elite southern lead-
ers. For example, the white “liberal” Benjamin Franklin insisted that “Every 
man that is really a man is master of his own family.”41 In his emphatically 
masculine view a real man must be dominant; he accented that his wife too 
was “obedient.” Pervasive masculinist framing among leading white found-
ers was shared by ordinary white men. It emphasized that girls and women 
were naturally unequal, suited for family life, should be dependent on men, 
were too emotional, and were unfit for full citizenship.42 In the early cen-
turies of this country’s history, we observe key dimensions of what is still 
the dominant U.S. masculinity: male authority, dominance over women and 
children, toughness and aggressiveness, and heteronormativity.

The leading white men extended their patriarchal view to include their 
domination of the entire society. Like many others, Jefferson not only spoke 
of female relatives and those he enslaved as his subordinated family—in 
his words, he was “blessed as the most fortunate of patriarchs”—but also 
viewed the United States as a larger extension of the elite white families.43 
These men viewed themselves as deserving patriarchal rulers of their fam-
ilies, plantations, communities, and society. Indeed, they, and those who 
have celebrated them since, have regularly used clear patriarchal language 
for them—e.g., “forefathers,” “founding fathers,” “fathers of their coun-
try,” and “fathers and guardians of their people.” A myriad times since the 
founding era, George Washington has been labeled the “father of his coun-
try” or the leading “founding father.” Such repeated fatherly language for 
and by the leading white founders further encouraged all white men, then 
and now, to obey elite male leaders “without feeling they had to sacrifice 
their own manly independence.”44

Metaphorical and Other Language Control

Significantly, such patriarchal-sexist metaphors have been commonplace in 
much elite and ordinary white framing of political and racial matters since 
the days of slavery and the American revolution. As a result, white Americans 
have long spoken of their “forefathers” or “founding fathers,” with an under-
standing that the white-dominated United States was the “family” of concern.

Reflect for a moment on the power of certain metaphors and of other 
language in shaping some ways that many people think about society. For 
centuries, powerful elite-generated metaphors have helped to legitimate 
this country’s systems of oppression. Authoritative metaphors channel 
what ordinary people are encouraged to believe about our society’s origin, 
development, and stratification systems. Cognitive linguists have under-
scored the importance of the creation and imposition of social, political, 
and moral metaphors that operate to protect existing structures of inequal-
ity. Much of how we know, and what we know of, the society is shaped by 
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important concepts and metaphorical understandings that we are taught. 
In this way, key metaphorical themes and the frames that embody them 
function to serve the powerful elite and, more extensively, the country’s 
dominant groups.45 In subsequent analyses we will assess the importance 
of these elite-generated metaphors and linguistic expressions in a myriad 
of societal contexts.

We will see, for instance, how the dominant (white) manhood ideol-
ogy has drawn for centuries on an array of metaphors and other linguistic 
expressions to spread the concept of “manly men.” As linguist Eliane Luthi 
Poirier has emphasized,

Sexist idioms and expressions, such as “be a real man,” “take it like a 
man,” “separate the men from the boys,” and “boys don’t cry” are all 
used to pressure boys and men into conforming to traditional ide-
als about masculinity and masculine behavior. It also serves to create 
deep fear in the hearts of boys of exhibiting any kind of behavior that 
could be remotely considered feminine.46

Members of the male elite, including presidents, and ordinary men have reg-
ularly used such harshly differentiating and gendered expressions to legit-
imate and buttress this society’s oppressive patriarchal-sexist institutions.

Beyond this linguistic buttressing of the patriarchal-sexist system, 
throughout this book we will also show how much of the language of soci-
ety’s dominant racial and class framing is likewise developed and circu-
lated by the ruling elite to undergird their societal control. New metaphors, 
expressions, and concepts arise in all corners of society. Once these appear, 
the mostly white male elite and its implementing subordinates have histor-
ically had great power to select and firmly institutionalize their preferred 
metaphors, expressions, and concepts.

When key metaphors and other language expressions become central to 
the dominant societal framing, they regularly influence what many people can 
or do think about, and especially what they do not think about. For example, 
in discussing the impact of the elite’s historical framing of Native Americans 
as inferior and “uncivilized savages” on recent decisions of Supreme Court 
justices, the scholar Robert Williams captures the thought-shaping power 
of that negative framing on elite and ordinary Americans today: “It’s that 
unthinking, unconscious, and unreflective state of mind and belief embed-
ded in the American racial imagination . . . that determines and defines what 
most Americans care to think about Indians and Indian rights.”47

National White Manhood Framing

Early national manhood framing, as historian Dana Nelson has shown, con-
stantly accented its virtuous whiteness. The Declaration of Independence 
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and the U.S. Constitution, crafted by powerful white men, implicitly or 
explicitly excluded white women and people of color from full U.S. citizen-
ship. As it spread thereafter, this white manhood identity was very much 
a national identity spread by the ruling elite as an “ideal for guaranteeing 
national unity,” especially among non-elite classes of white men.48 Soon after 
the Constitution was implemented, the Naturalization Act (1790), passed by 
an all white-male Congress, made explicit these leaders’ central concern for 
making only white immigrants into naturalized citizens of the new United 
States, as did later legislation at various government levels. (That act also 
used the pronoun “he” for these desirable immigrants.) Interestingly, too, 
during this era the image of “Uncle Sam” as a powerful and bearded white 
man came to personify the new United States.49

The privileged reality of national white manhood early articulated by 
influential propertied white men spread over the early 19th century to ordi-
nary white men. Because of organized pressures by the latter men, import-
ant voting and other political rights were expanded across the class line to 
working class white men. However, they paid a heavy price for buying into 
an elite-generated, national white manhood. As Nelson notes, their identi-
fication with this white manhood blocked them “from being able efficiently 
to identify socioeconomic inequality,” which greatly hurt them and their 
families, “as structural rather than individual failure.” They were thus fur-
ther socialized into the individualism of elite-run capitalistic markets and 
competition.50

By subscribing to this national white manhood the ordinary white men 
foregrounded the sexist and racist interests they shared with that white 
male elite, often instead of pursuing their class interests. They thus paid a 
personal price by collaborating in the oppression of other Americans (e.g., 
black Americans) and thereby helping to shut themselves and the country 
out of real democracy. As the social scientist W. E. B. Du Bois explained, 
these ordinary men got a “public and psychological wage of whiteness” in 
return for giving up important socioeconomic advancements, such as they 
would likely have had if they had organized in unions with workers of color 
to counter powerful capitalists’ economic domination. We might add to Du 
Bois’s concept that these ordinary men also got a public and psychological 
wage of white maleness. Ever since, this constantly proclaimed white broth-
erhood has regularly reinforced the exclusion of other Americans—white 
women, Native and African Americans, foreign immigrants—from voting 
and other citizenship rights.51

This national manhood framing included an emphasis on toughness and 
aggressive manly action to uphold white male interests, a militant perspec-
tive extended to white-controlled government action. For example, serving 
as the seventh U.S. president in the 1830s, Andrew Jackson was a former 
general with a strong white manhood identity, gained as a violent slave-
holder and Indian-killing “pioneer” who helped expand the U.S. “frontier.” 
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A patriarchal authoritarian in his general social framing, he endured and 
inflicted much pain—the enduring model of hegemonic white masculin-
ity. He insisted that Native Americans relinquish ancestral lands to whites, 
in accordance with ideals of republican white manhood. In condescending 
communications with them, Jackson portrayed himself as “your father the 
President.”52 Jackson was a leading example of an elite figure who sought to 
spread the reality of privileged white manhood to white men of all classes. 
Indeed, the hyper-masculine Jackson’s mythologized story has inspired 
subsequent politicians to use similar images of arrogant and heroic white 
masculinity in their political strategies. Since the early U.S. decades, this 
dominant manhood framing has constantly been linked, implicitly or 
explicitly, to assessments of who has the “true American” civic identity.53

Over the course of the 19th century after Jackson, according to an anal-
ysis of Google’s huge book and article collection by the scholar Anthony 
Weems, the use of the concept of “manliness” increased dramatically in 
popular literature. These included numerous popular books by white Prot-
estant authors like these: E. H. Chapin’s Christianity: The Perfection of True 
Manliness (1856); T. Hughes’s True Manliness (1880); and J. B. Figgis’s Man-
liness, Womanliness, Godliness (1885).54 They accented a hard-working, cou-
rageous, and Christian white male ideal, while stereotyping (white) women 
as necessarily docile and subordinate. The aggressive styles of these books 
and pamphlets can be seen in this passage from Figgis:

Most young [white] men know that the Latin word for “man”—at 
least, for a right manly man—is the word from which our English 
word virtue comes.  .  .  . And it has risen in the English word virtue, 
to the act and habit of duty. We may feel a modest national pride in 
this, and may gratefully conclude that in the thought of Englishmen 
virtue is the highest quality of a man; and so that manliness is most 
fully developed—the virtues, shall we say, of bravery, honesty, activity, 
and piety.55

The linkage of white men to high virtue is conspicuous in this literature. 
Notice the accent on white Englishmen as leading exponents of manly vir-
tues of courage, duty, physical strength, and Christian piety. These import-
ant publications were designed to vigorously communicate this virtuous 
image to ordinary white men.

The great power of this manhood ideology over many decades, to the 
present, can be seen conspicuously in the history of major sports. In the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries, as amateur sports spread in the U.S. (and 
British) middle and upper classes, it became clear, as the scholar Tony Col-
lins puts it, that “sporting ideals were underpinned by concerns about mas-
culinity and its importance to capitalist society.” The amateur sports sense 
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of masculinity “was squarely based on Muscular Christian ideals. A gentle-
man amateur . . . was physically courageous, strong-willed, prepared to give 
and take orders, and, above all, not feminine. True sport could only be a mas-
culine kingdom.”56 This dominant white masculinity was contrasted with an 
inferior and necessarily subordinate womanliness. In one 1912 Ladies Home 
Journal essay, “Are Athletics Making Girls Masculine?” a white male doctor 
highlighted his and others’ concern with girls and women participating in 
“men’s athletics” such as baseball, boxing, and basketball. Such participation 
makes them too masculine. In “man-splaining” to mostly women readers, he 
asserted that sports as played by boys and men are bad for girls and women; 
he suggested how to make them less vigorous for the latter.57 Like many 
male authors who have written on such topics, he asserted a white male 
framing of superior (white) manliness over inferior (white) womanliness. 
This perspective persists in many sectors of society to the present day and 
remains important in the perpetuation of this country’s systemic sexism.

Enshrining Male Dominance: The U.S. Legal System

From the beginning, most of this society’s legal system, including the Consti-
tution, has historically been crafted and controlled by white men. The pow-
erful white men who crafted that Constitution assumed women’s gendered 
subordination, then in place in numerous court decisions and state laws. This 
included the principle of “coverture”—that married women were not legal 
“persons,” the term used in the Constitution, but are legally subordinate to 
husbands. Coverture laws and other laws imposing discriminatory restric-
tions on single women were instituted by (white) male-only state legislatures, 
and the Constitution-makers clearly did not wish to contradict those laws.

In 1848, a few decades after the ratification of the Constitution, a confer-
ence of 68 women and 32 men was held in Seneca Falls, New York, to press 
for full rights for women. The conference’s Declaration of Sentiments forth-
rightly referenced the male-made Declaration of Independence:

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are 
created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
inalienable rights. . . . The history of mankind is a history of repeated 
injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman, having in 
direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her.

They then penned a long list of the ways in which women were oppressed 
by men, including these:

He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which 
she had no voice.  .  .  . He has monopolized nearly all the profitable 



28 • The Elite-White-Male Dominance System

employments. . . . He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and 
distinction which he considers most honorable to himself.  .  .  . He 
has created a false public sentiment by giving to the world a differ-
ent code of morals for men and women, by which moral delinquen-
cies which exclude women from society, are not only tolerated, but 
deemed of little account in man.  .  .  . He has endeavored, in every 
way that he could, to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to 
lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent 
and abject life.58

The document then concludes that “because women do feel themselves 
aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most sacred rights, 
we insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privi-
leges which belong to them as citizens of the United States.” As we will see 
throughout this book, women have not yet secured these full equal rights 
and privileges as U.S. citizens.

Systemic Classism and Systemic Racism: Theft of Land and Labor

Let us now consider the historical development of western capitalism in 
more detail. The Marxist theoretical tradition has provided a powerful the-
ory of class oppression centered on key concepts like worker exploitation 
and class struggles. Marxist analyses typically identify the basic social forces 
undergirding capitalistic class oppression, show how human beings are 
alienated from each other by class relations and struggle, and point toward 
activist remedies for class oppression.

As we document throughout this book, there is much going on in this 
capitalistic system or, as we also term it, systemic classism. Briefly summa-
rized, this systemic classism involves (1) well-institutionalized social pat-
terns of subordinate and dominant class positions and roles, respectively, 
for ordinary working people and capitalists (owners and top executives) in 
a hierarchical capitalistic society; (2) the many exploitive practices of capi-
talists directed against workers of all backgrounds; (3) the social privileges 
and power unjustly provided to capitalists and enshrined in the class hier-
archy; (4) the maintenance of major class inequalities by institutionalized 
social inheritance mechanisms; and (5) the many class prejudices, stereo-
types, images, ideologies, interpretations, and narratives that constitute the 
capitalistic class frame that prizes the capitalist class and rationalizes the 
everyday exploitation of working people. We should note, too, that particu-
larly important in most critical analyses of this systemic classism are those 
corporate capitalists who head up the larger enterprises with considerable 
employees, as distinguished from small business owners with relatively 
few employees.
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There is a commonplace myth that these capitalists are no longer domi-
nant in this society because about 47 percent of Americans are said to also 
be “owners” of corporations—that is, they directly, or in retirement accounts 
and the like, own some corporate stocks. What this notion elides is that the 
majority do not own stocks, and that those who do mostly own a modest 
number of shares. Moreover, because one major corporation’s stock is usu-
ally held together with other stocks by institutional investors (e.g., mutual 
funds) that do not run companies, often one individual or small group 
needs only 5 percent or so of a corporation’s stock to control it.59

Situated in important economic networks and organizations, today’s cor-
porate capitalists have decisive control over the economic means of produc-
tion, distribution, and exchange; over land and buildings; and over the labor 
power of others, including many working class and middle class Americans 
in all racial and gender groups. Their power generally comes from their 
important networks and their location in powerful organizations such as 
the larger corporations. They and their acolytes often gain additional social 
power and critical coordination as they move into upper reaches of major 
government, civic agencies, and private policymaking organizations (e.g., 
the Business Roundtable)—and then often back again to capitalistic enter-
prises. This process is essential to the coordination and integration of the 
ruling elite.

Societal “power” is not some vague or magical reality, but comes from 
these specific organizational positions, operations, and resources. As sociol-
ogist Bill Domhoff has emphasized, these networked organizations are 
“power bases due to the information and material resources their leaders 
control, along with the ability leaders have to hire and fire underlings, form 
alliances with other organizational leaders, and many other prerogatives. . . . 
the specialists in managing, coordinating, and obtaining outside resources 
have the power advantage from the start.”60 For several centuries, clearly, 
executives at the top of large corporations and other major economic orga-
nizations have had a very disproportionate ability to substantially shape the 
economic and political development of societies like the United States.61

Historical Stages of Capitalism

Western capitalism and its developed class system have gone through his-
torical stages in North America. Early on there was agricultural capitalism, 
essentially mercantile and slave-plantation capitalism, from about the 17th 
century to the mid-19th century. Wealth generated overseas from theft of 
indigenous lands and African American labor played a major role in creating 
urban-industrial societies in the colonizing countries in Europe. By the mid-
19th century U.S. agricultural capitalism was accompanied by expanding 
urban-industrial capitalism. Over time smaller-scale industrial capitalism 
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morphed into a modern form often termed “oligopolistic capitalism”—that 
is, a capitalistic economic system were major economic sectors are increas-
ingly dominated by a few large national or multinational corporations.

Over the last century, this era of oligopoly capitalism has seen much cor-
porate centralization and many mergers, emphasis on consumerism, and 
more government support for corporate profitmaking. Today in the United 
States, the capitalistic market remains central; direct or indirect control of 
major corporations and other economic institutions still lies in the hands 
of a small group of powerful capitalists (owners or top executives). Roo-
sevelt Institute researchers emphasize that today U.S. capitalism is “more 
concentrated and less competitive than at any point since the Gilded 
Age”—the 1870s–1890s peak of early monopoly capitalism.62 Additionally, 
to prosper, these dominant capitalists have long required a society in which 
both economic and noneconomic structures are substantially supportive 
of capitalistic norms, especially profitmaking. Throughout these eras the 
more powerful capitalists, usually white men, and the capitalistic system 
they crafted have made certain types of economic activity the central goal 
of numerous societies. They have operated according to the “mystique of 
gain.” And “what they gained, others lost.”63

A critical feature of contemporary oligopolistic capitalism is the dra-
matic increase in large U.S. multinational corporations operating around 
the globe. For many decades much of the globe has been available for U.S. 
capitalists’ investments, and they have exported billions in capital and 
millions of jobs overseas in the process of creating profitmaking facilities 
that employ many workers, heavily workers of color, in less industrialized 
countries at significantly lower wages than U.S. workers. Disproportion-
ately white and male, top corporate executives have become the major 
decision-making force in expanding the capitalist world economy and its 
international economic institutions and problem-creating social forces. 
Operating out of a strong capitalistic framing of society, these executives 
have regularly fought strong worker organizations globally, organizations 
that engage in a class struggle with capitalists to secure better wages and 
workplace conditions.64 In later chapters, we will assess the impact of these 
multinational executives’ operations globally.

Stealing Land and Labor: Original Capital Accumulation

Modern capitalism began with the great overseas expansion of European 
colonizers in the 16th and 17th centuries. The Spanish and Portuguese were 
the first to colonize the Americas for economic reasons, but were followed by 
colonizing English, Dutch, and French nation-states and private companies 
seeking economic wealth. In North America, English firms often made huge 
profits from agricultural farms and plantations, commonly using enslaved 
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indigenous and African labor on stolen indigenous peoples’ lands. Stock-
holders in these exploitative firms included scientists, authors, bankers, and 
members of the English legislature—most leading white men.65 The North 
American colonies began as state enterprises created under the auspices of 
the king or as state-fostered companies developed by entrepreneurs and 
plantation owners. Early capitalistic companies, such as the Southern Com-
pany, were formed by merchants under the auspices of James I of England. 
This company’s employees settled Jamestown, Virginia, the first colony to 
enslave African laborers. Land worked by those enslaved was often taken by 
genocidal force or crafted treachery from indigenous societies, and Europe-
ans developed a brutal Atlantic slave trade to exploit these land resources.

The political-economist Karl Marx was perhaps the first to analyze 
critically the reality of early modern capitalism being grounded in great 
wealth stemming from European imperialism in the lands of non-western 
indigenous peoples. In his book Capital he captured the significance of this 
exploitative foundation:

The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslavement  
and entombment in mines of the aboriginal population, the beginning 
of the conquest and looting of the East Indies, the turning of Africa 
into a warren for the commercial hunting of black-skins, signaled the 
rosy dawn of the era of capitalist production. These idyllic proceed-
ings are the chief moments of primitive [original] accumulation. .  .  .  
[C]apital comes dripping from head to foot from every pore with 
blood and dirt.66

The early and dramatic growth of modern western capitalism was solidly 
built on the wealth generated by this extensive, regularly violent seizing 
by Europeans of the resources and labor of non-European peoples across 
the globe. The leading oppressors in this original capital accumulation 
and human destruction were aggressively masculinist European men—
especially capitalistic entrepreneurs, top religious leaders, and top mili-
tary and other nation-state officials—who headed up extremely profitable, 
world-changing societal developments. Over centuries, in this capitalistic 
and imperialistic process, these men came to dominate a world social order.

Consider too the centrality of this so-called primitive accumulation 
to capitalism, to the present day. Profit from exploiting urban workers in 
the West is not enough. Scholars such as Silvia Federici have underscored 
the point that extraordinary levels of exploitative accumulation beyond 
western borders have always been essential. For centuries a universalizing 
capitalism “has been able to reproduce itself  .  .  . only because of the web 
of inequalities that it has built into the body of the world proletariat, and 
because of its capacity to globalize exploitation.”67
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Throughout this book we observe how central organized white male 
violence, including state violence, has been in the origin and continuing 
operation of capitalism. As the scholar Maria Mies has concluded from her 
research, “direct violence was the means by which women, colonies and 
nature were compelled to serve the ‘white man.’ ”68 In her view the suppos-
edly enlightened modern world was created in this violent western process 
of subordinating most of humanity and of nature as well.

Genocidal Seizing of Native American Lands

The scholar Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz has likewise described European and 
European American capitalism and colonialism as being “modern” from 
the beginning: “the expansion of European corporations, backed by gov-
ernment armies, into foreign areas, with subsequent expropriation of lands 
and resources.”69 Central to the expansionist oppression of Native Amer-
icans was the increasing power of private companies and government 
agencies, especially military organizations. Such bureaucratized organiza-
tions accented organizational discipline and written rules to facilitate their 
“efficient” operation. Large-scale attacks on Native Americans, and soon 
large-scale enslavement of African Americans, would not have been possi-
ble without them. Ever since, such extensive oppression has required these 
bureaucratized organizations and their empowered decision-makers.

To take a signally consequential example of United States expansion, in 
1846 the slaveholding President James Polk invaded Mexico with a large U.S. 
army, thereby creating a trumped-up war that led to the United States seizing 
more than half of Mexico. This U.S. and European colonialism was modern 
in its use of well-organized government violence to overcome indigenous 
resistance to the new European-created societies in the Americas. Certainly, 
too, from the first century of European invasions, indigenous peoples liv-
ing in strong communities had the cultural and other strength to fight back 
against oppression. They did so with “defensive and offensive techniques, 
including the modern forms of armed resistance. . . . In every instance they 
have fought for survival as peoples.”70 The intent of the European colonizers 
was not just to secure indigenous lands and other resources by treachery 
and violence, but often to destroy their very existence as peoples. European 
imperialism frequently involved intentional genocide in the name of an 
asserted European “right” to expand across indigenous peoples’ lands.

One of the myths in the U.S.-origins narrative emphasizes that Europe-
ans invaded North American lands that were unoccupied or underutilized. 
As Francis Jennings has underscored, the reality was the opposite:

Had it been pristine wilderness then, it would possibly be so still today, 
for neither the technology nor the social organization of Europe in 
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the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had the capacity to maintain, 
of its own resources, outpost colonies thousands of miles from home. 
Incapable of conquering true wilderness, the Europeans were highly 
competent in the skill of conquering other people, and that is what 
they did. They did not settle a virgin land. They invaded and displaced 
a resident population.71

Until they were well-established, European invaders depended heavily on 
the skills, food, and hunting technologies, and developed infrastructures of 
indigenous societies already present in the Americas.

Whites’ often genocidal wars targeting indigenous peoples lasted for cen-
turies, before and after the official creation of the United States in the late 
18th century. This savage warfare was led by white men and was central to 
what white Americans saw as necessary land grabs for their own prosperity: 
“Owners of large, slave-worked plantations sought to expand their land-
holdings while small farm owners who were unable to compete with the 
planters and were pushed off their land now desperately sought cheap land 
to support their families.”72 Ever since these early conquests, many white 
analysts have assumed, implicitly or explicitly, that modern American “civi-
lization” was created by early Europeans “in a struggle against the savagery 
or barbarism of the nonwhite races.  .  .  . civilization was able to triumph 
because the people who bore it were unique from the beginning—a Chosen 
People or a super race.”73 Empirically speaking, however, the most extensive 
savagery was generated by white European invaders and their descendants.

Ever since the founding century, this much-heralded sense of U.S.  
exceptionalism—of being a “chosen people” with the God-given right to 
expand—has insisted that the U.S. government, its military, and private 
corporations bring “progress” and “civilization” to “uncivilized” peoples 
across the globe. As early as 1630, on a ship that brought Puritans to the 
Massachusetts colony, their leader John Winthrop gave a sermon setting 
forth the view that their colony was destined to be a world model: “The 
Lord will . . . make us a praise and glory that men shall say of succeeding 
plantations, ‘the Lord make it like that of New England.’ For we must con-
sider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon 
us.”74 These colonists saw themselves as religiously and culturally distinctive 
from the “savages” they encountered, and as setting a spiritual example. 
Ever since, this exceptionalist perspective has played a key role as part of a 
distinctive nationalistic “American” identity.75

Seizing Labor and Land: The Material Basis of Systemic Racism

The massive amounts of land stolen from indigenous societies created the 
possibility and reality of much white wealth. Europeans, self-defined as 
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white by the late-1600s, racialized the large-scale exploitation and enslave-
ment they aggressively spread across the Americas and other parts of the 
globe. Long ago, the astute African American social scientist Oliver Cox was 
perhaps the first U.S. scholar to develop a systematic analysis of the role of 
white-seized labor in North America and elsewhere in creating the modern 
world, with its interlocking and codetermining systems of capitalism and 
racism:

Seizing the labor of non-Europeans in North America and elsewhere 
is actually the beginning of modern racial relations. It was not an 
abstract, natural, immemorial feeling of mutual antipathy between 
groups, but rather a practical exploitative relationship with its socio- 
attitudinal facilitation. . . . As it developed, and took definite capitalist 
form, we could follow the white man around the world and see him 
repeat the process among practically every people of color.76

Without a doubt, systemic racism in the modern world began not with 
an ingrained white racial prejudice but with the extensive exploitation for 
profit of the world’s peoples of color.

During centuries of subordination of Native Americans and associated 
land theft, together with centuries of enslavement of Africans and their 
descendants—and later oppression of other people of color such as Chinese 
and Mexican Americans—whites created and maintained not only mod-
ern capitalism but also the extensively racialized oppression that was also 
foundational and systemic. Generally speaking, we use the term systemic 
racism to refer to these well-institutionalized patterns of subordinate and 
dominant social positions and roles, respectively, for people of color and 
whites in a white-dominated hierarchical society. Specifically, this systemic 
racism has included: (1) the many exploitative and discriminatory practices 
of whites targeting various people of color; (2) the significant resources, 
privileges, and power unjustly gained by whites and enshrined in a dom-
inant racial hierarchy; (3) the maintenance of major racial inequalities by 
long-standing social reproduction mechanisms; and (4) the many racial 
prejudices, stereotypes, images, ideologies, emotions, interpretations, and 
narratives that constitute the dominant white racial frame (white world-
view) that rationalizes and implements everyday racial oppression.77

In addition, it is useful in thinking about what “systemic” means in the 
cases of systemic racism, sexism, and classism to consider the difference 
between single-factor and systemic causes.78 For example, systemic racism 
has generated unjust enrichment for early and later generations of white 
Americans and unjust impoverishment for the early and later generations 
of black Americans through a web of different and interacting systemic 
causes. Immediate single-factor causality for a racist action is usually easier 
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to see, such as in the beating by a white slaveholder of an enslaved black 
worker or a white employer discriminating against a black person today. 
However, the causal impact of such immediate individual subordination on 
racial inequality is only one part of the systemic causation that has shaped 
centuries of well-institutionalized racism. This systemic causation is harder 
to see if one operates mainly out of the standard U.S. framing that accents 
more individual and limited causality. That is, in the case of black Ameri-
cans systemic causation has operated by means of multiple specific causes 
accumulating, interacting, and creating joint impacts to shape their lives 
across many generations. Indeed, once a group such as black Americans was 
thoroughly exploited and subordinated by whites in early generations, this 
over time created major feedback loops—that is, most blacks secured little 
or no socioeconomic resources to buttress their resisting oppression or to 
pass along to assist the social mobility of their descendants. Additionally, 
extensive white discrimination targeting those later generations created yet 
more systemic racial inequality.

Rationalizing Capitalistic Oppression: White Racial Framing

Over the centuries, the peoples invaded and exploited by early European 
and European American colonizers have been mostly non-European. From 
the very beginning of this European colonization an aggressive ethnocen-
tric and predatory ethic was central to the thinking and motivation for 
the actions of the early male European entrepreneurs and other leaders of 
overseas imperialism. Their central value system was much more than the 
ascetic Protestant Ethic accented by theorists like Max Weber, for it entailed 
the view that people (men) of European descent had a God-ordained right 
to conquer new worlds, kill or “civilize” the “savage” (un-Christian) inhab-
itants, and seize lands and laborers in the interest and name of superior 
European religion and culture. Thus, not only economic greed but also 
extreme Eurocentrism and ethnocentrism (soon to be white racism) appear 
as major motivations behind the European land and labor expropriation 
and exploitation—actions often euphemized by many white analysts, then 
and now, as “overseas exploration” or “settlement of unoccupied lands.”

This greedy and bloody theft of lands and labor was soon rationalized 
beyond ethnocentrism in an expanding white racial framing of the supe-
riority of “whites” and the inferiority of the exploited others—early on, 
labeled “blacks” and “reds.” For example, in 1836 a powerful U.S. senator 
from Virginia, Benjamin Leigh, boasted of supposed racial white superior-
ity: “It is peculiar to the character of this Anglo-Saxon race of men to which 
we belong, that it has never been contented to live in the same country 
with any other distinct race, upon terms of equality; it has, invariably .  .  . 
proceeded to exterminate or enslave the other race in some form or other, 
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or, failing that, to abandon the country.”79 Such dominant and predatory 
destructiveness by whites was in his mind a positive feature of the white 
“race” and of white manhood, a reality illustrating the constantly interlock-
ing and coreproducing character of systemic classism, racism, and sexism.

Each of these “other races” faced a rationalizing white-racist framing 
from Europeans and European Americans. The European colonizers had 
brought earlier hierarchical notions privileging European peoples and cul-
tures over other peoples and cultures. They extended the understandings 
from this hierarchical great-chain model to prescribe the racial hierarchy 
in which they were dominant over indigenous peoples and African Amer-
icans. In North America much white racial framing, of elite and ordinary 
whites, has for centuries been shaped by key framing elements that emerged 
in early imperialist wars against indigenous peoples and in the development 
of the extensive European enslavement system, the latter lasting for about 
246 years. Thus, the conceptions of who is virtuous and “white,” who is not 
virtuous, what the characteristics of whites and nonwhites are, and what 
“race” means, are all rooted in centuries of Native American and African 
American oppression. Those exploited, enslaved, and killed were viewed as 
biologically and culturally inferior. In contrast, the invading people of Euro-
pean ancestry were viewed as racially virtuous and superior—and regularly 
viewed as “white” by the late 1600s. As W. E. B. Du Bois noted, this “discovery 
of personal whiteness among the world’s people is a very modern thing. . . . 
The ancient world would have laughed at such a distinction. .  .  . We have 
changed all that, and the [white] world in a sudden, emotional conversion 
has discovered that it is white and by that token, wonderful.”80

Indeed, since the 17th century, elite self-defined “whites” and their aco-
lytes have adopted and helped to institutionalize certain color labels (e.g., 
“white,” “black,” “red,” “yellow,” “brown”) for the racial identities they have 
imposed on these human beings. Obviously, people are usually not these 
colors; “race” colors are not empirical observations but part of an imposed 
metaphorical system.81 The historical metaphor themes attaching good and 
light/white versus bad and black/dark in European minds made it easier 
to associate “black” people with negative notions and “white” people with 
positive notions. Such metaphors intentionally direct the mind away from 
the empirical realities. As the scholar Andrew Goatly puts it, “Those who 
defend the existing classifications of society, for example race/colour, in 
which they are the most powerful group use the language of nature to justify 
this classification. This is an exceedingly important motive for the adoption 
of power-aggression theories of nature since the celebration of the winners 
in a competitive struggle is useful to those in power.”82

The white male founders of the United States were very aware of the 
oppressiveness of the slavery system that their coterie controlled. Indeed, as 
they rebelled against the British, they insisted that they as white men would 
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not give up their freedom and be, as they said, “enslaved” by the British. 
For instance, in 1774 George Washington, one of the largest slaveholders 
and chair of the later U.S. constitutional convention, described the crisis 
over white colonists’ rights thus: “The crisis is arrived when we must assert 
our rights, or submit to every imposition, that can be heaped upon us, till 
custom and use shall make us tame and abject slaves, as the blacks we rule 
over with such arbitrary sway.”83 Another major constitutional convention 
delegate and Pennsylvania slaveholder, John Dickinson, argued too that: 
“Those who are taxed without their own consent . . . are slaves. We are taxed 
without our own consent, expressed by ourselves or our representatives. We 
are therefore—slaves.”84 Many white men made similar comments, includ-
ing references to British authorities tying to strip them of “their manhood.”

Additionally, a strong and distinctive white sense of individualism—one 
still significantly different from that in most European countries—has deep 
roots in the centuries of slavery during which whites could, or must, posi-
tion themselves as individuals who were not enslaved and thus were dis-
tinctively “free.” This long slavery era, as Greg Grandin has noted, included 
the emphasizing in the United States of a long-lasting “illusion of individual 
autonomy” among ordinary whites. The prosperity directly and indirectly 
generated by the huge slavery system “generalized these ideals of self-creation,  
allowing more and more [white] people, mostly men, to imagine them-
selves as autonomous and integral beings, with inherent rights and self-in-
terests not subject to the jurisdiction of others.” This individualistic process 
involved a white racial framing because of a white man’s “emotional need 
to measure [his] absolute freedom in inverse relation to another’s absolute 
slavishness.”85

“Manifest Destiny”: More Racist and Masculinity Framing

The racialized predatory ethic was given a boost in an enhanced white- 
rationalizing frame called “manifest destiny” in the late 19th and early 20th 
century, a framing that reasserted the white right to expand across others’ 
lands to increase their prosperity. This capitalistic expansion again included 
the destruction or reduction of Native American societies and exten-
sive theft of their lands in what became the western United States. It also 
included greatly increased overseas expansion of U.S. corporations.

Around the turn of the 20th century, the famous President Theo-
dore Roosevelt operated from an aggressive manifest destiny view of the 
United States. The often violent subordination of indigenous Americans 
was, he bluntly argued, “as ultimately beneficial as it was inevitable. Such 
conquests are sure to come when a masterful people [whites]  .  .  . finds 
itself face to face with the weaker and wholly alien race which holds a cov-
eted prize in its feeble grasp.”86 Like most whites for centuries, he framed 
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indigenous peoples as alien and racially inferior to superior and deserv-
edly dominant whites. Soon, given the strong sense of territorial destiny 
and the needs of U.S. capitalism, this imperialism was globalized in the 
seizure of overseas territories of yet more people of color in such places as 
Puerto Rico, Cuba, and the Philippines—areas taken into the U.S. empire 
after the 1898 Spanish-American War. Ever since, the elite-dominated U.S. 
government (see Chapters 3 and 4) has engaged in much international 
imperialism, usually at least in part on behalf of U.S. capitalists’ interests. 
These actions have also been regularly intertwined with this country’s 
dominant white-racist framing of its manifest destiny to expand and 
dominate across the globe. As one historian has underscored, today the 
“sun never sets on American territory, properties owned by the U.S. gov-
ernment and its citizens, American armed forces abroad, or countries that 
conduct their affairs within limits largely defined by American power.”87

Clearly, too, this global imperialistic enterprise was not only capitalis-
tic and systemically racist, but heavily gendered. The accent on virile white 
manhood was again conspicuous. Hyper-masculine white men, principally 
from upper-income strata, were asserted to be necessary leaders in these 
imperialistic efforts. As scholar Mrinalini Sinha has underscored, those 
men opposed to this U.S. imperialism were described as effeminate. This 
sense of national white manhood was shaped by, and shaping of, members 
of the power elite. Theodore Roosevelt illustrated this process: “His rein-
vention of himself from a somewhat ‘effete’ and ‘weakling’ New Yorker into 
a symbol of US imperial masculinity was capped by his exploits as a ‘Rough 
Rider’ during the Spanish-American and Philippines-American wars.”88 
Roosevelt’s ideology of “strenuous life” hyper-masculinity was tightly linked 
to his view of superior Anglo-Saxon Protestant virtue, which had long been 
part of dominant racial framing. Indeed, Roosevelt was fond of the sport 
of U.S. football, at the time a very violent sport with no helmets or padding 
and numerous men being killed in play. Roosevelt called football leaders 
to the White House to help improve its rules and used football metaphors, 
without critical reflection, to accent the importance of assertive white mas-
culinity: “In short, in life, as in a football game, the principle to follow is: Hit 
the line hard: don’t foul and don’t shirk, but hit the line hard.”89 The great 
expansion of college fans of this violent sport around the turn of the 20th 
century demonstrated and reinforced aggressive white masculinity, much 
of which has persisted in many areas to the present day.

Moreover, as with most other white men, Roosevelt’s manhood framing 
accented a global militaristic stance, one lasting to the present day. As pres-
ident, he was given to aggressive masculinist gestures such as sending the 
United States “Great White Fleet” to overseas ports to show U.S. prowess 
and international influence. He and other top elite men, viewing themselves 
as necessary global leaders, made great use of technically advanced and 



The Elite-White-Male Dominance System • 39

bureaucratically organized violence not only in colonial wars, but eventu-
ally in major European wars.90

Aggressive white masculinity has been connected to U.S. militarism and 
imperialistic wars for centuries. We saw it in connection with early military 
attacks on Native Americans by white leaders such as Andrew Jackson. To 
take another example, the white southern writer W. J. Cash underscored the 
hyper-masculinity of millions of ordinary white men who fought as Con-
federate soldiers during the Civil War. He describes the strong masculinist 
ethic they shared with leading slaveholders: “the individualism of the plan-
tation world . . . like that of the backcountry before it, would be far too much 
concerned with bald, immediate, unsupported assertion of the ego . . . one, 
in brief, of which the essence was the [male] boast, voiced or not . . . that 
he would knock the hell out of whoever dared to cross him.” A few pages 
later, he notes that the reason millions of ordinary white southerners would 
charge up hill after hill into heavy gunfire during the Civil War was their 
hyper-masculinist conviction “that nothing living could cross [them] and 
get away with it.”91

Over the last two centuries, the heavy accent on a national white man-
hood has helped to generate among most ordinary white men strong sup-
port for white leaders’ capitalistic expansionism at home and abroad. They 
could buttress their own sense of white manliness by reveling in the domina-
tion of people of color overseas in imperialistic government and corporate 
interventions, as well as over women in their social class at home. Addition-
ally, economic and political trends within the United States in the first half 
of the 20th century buttressed this linkage of elite interests to the interests 
and perspectives of ordinary white men. Central to this was the country’s 
continuing and advanced industrialization, which continued to link dom-
inant manliness to dominant whiteness. Working-class and middle-class 
white men, as Thomas Winter has underscored, framed white women and 
men and women of color as mostly not having the essential and virtuous 
white masculine characteristics, including true rationality and intelligence, 
necessary for significant success in an advanced economy. Clearly, the cap-
italistic system has been constantly intertwined with both systemic sexism 
and systemic racism.92

Moreover, as we discuss later, these close connections between systemic 
classism, systemic sexism, and systemic racism have persisted over ensuing 
decades. For example, from the 1930s Depression era, through the World 
War II period, and in the postwar era up to the 1960s, top government 
officials developed many support (public welfare) programs, such as those 
creating jobs, providing business and housing loans, and setting up veter-
ans’ educational programs. Repeatedly, it was whites, especially white male 
“heads” of households, who were the principal, sometimes only, beneficia-
ries of these extensive and substantial government assistance programs. 
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These social welfare programs helped greatly to put a majority of white 
male “breadwinners” (and their families) into the middle class. Those citi-
zens who were not white and male were often excluded or marginalized in 
terms of direct assistance from these extraordinarily important government 
programs.

Other Lasting Impacts of Racial Slavery

In many ways, the white-controlled, slavery-centered world of Europe and 
North America gave birth to, or shaped substantially, much of what most 
people think of as the “modern world.” It is hard to exaggerate the deep, last-
ing, and long-term impacts of this extensive racialized slavery system, which 
lasted several centuries during and after the founding eras of European 
colonial societies in the Americas and Caribbean. Let us consider briefly 
a few more examples of the ways in which centuries of slavery-centered  
capitalism not only had an enduring U.S. impact but created a lasting tem-
plate for later economic development, including much labor exploitation, 
by the capitalistic elite and its minions.

Consider, for instance, the early and central consumerism template. In 
North America, enslaved African workers generated many commodities, 
such as sugar and cotton, that became essential in the 18th and 19th centuries 
to Europe’s and North America’s growing economic prosperity, especially 
the expanding consumption of the newer middle and older upper classes. 
These mostly white consumers, notes Guy Mount, “were at once purchasing 
an abstract commodity removed from the brutal system that produced it” 
and thereby “enmeshing themselves in a transatlantic trade network that 
tied the daily nourishment that they put into their bodies directly to the 
institution of slavery and the slaves that suffered to produce it.” That is, the 
slavery system “consumed slaves” to “produce consumer goods.”93

In effect, without millions of those black workers and other workers of 
color, there probably would be no modern western world. In the massive 
slavery system not only white wealth, but also significant consumption 
opportunities and expanded leisure time, were systematically created—first 
for the white upper class and then, over time, for a growing and mostly 
white middle class. Indeed, contemporary western consumerism is still 
grounded in the very disproportionate exploitation of workers of color, this 
time in a globalized economy. One cannot understand consumer capitalism 
well without understanding these critical and systemic realities of U.S. and 
other western history.

A Distinctive Accent on Private Property

Another major example of the great long-term impact of slavery-centered 
capitalism is the U.S. legal system, with its very distinctive conception of 
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private property. The systemic oppression of slavery, and its successor Jim 
Crow, included the creation and perpetuation of a dominant white perspec-
tive on who was legally a person and full citizen, on who or what could be 
considered personal and collective property, on who did what sort of labor, 
and on how the country should expand territorially. Thus, viewed by wealthy 
and better-off whites as their “property,” enslaved workers were valuable 
as embodied capital. They were profit-generating on slave plantations and 
in other workplaces not only as enslaved workers and by producing more 
enslaved workers, but also as “commodities” in regional and national cap-
ital markets used as human “collateral” that a slaveowner could regularly 
borrow against.94 This human labor and commodity system, developed by 
white male slaveholders, permanently shaped many aspects of the U.S. legal 
system, including its still distinctive property laws, to the present day. The 
Supreme Court’s white supremacist Dred Scott decision (1857)—decreed by 
an all-white-male slaveholding majority—insisted that African Americans 
had “no rights which the white man is bound to respect.” Additionally, in a 
less often discussed provision, that ruling decreed that no act of Congress 
depriving a white citizen of his enslaved human property “could hardly be 
dignified with the name of due process of law.”95 Quite clearly, these elite 
white men framed the world not only in class terms but also in white rac-
ist terms. In addition, this racialized ruling on enslaved human “property” 
(the black man Dred Scott) set in place, to the present day, a highly priv-
ileged legal status for private property that does not exist in many other 
countries. Over time, this extreme property-rights template has greatly 
affected workers of all racial backgrounds, by assisting in making capitalist 
property-holders and their corporations much more powerful, and workers 
and their organizations weaker, than in other western countries.96

To the present day, the extreme legal protection of corporate and other 
“private” property has blocked important changes in the U.S. system of racial 
oppression. For example, many whites have argued that desegregation and 
other redress for brutal Jim Crow segregation sought by black Americans 
in the 1960s and afterward has conflicted with the private “property rights” 
of white employers, landlords, and other discriminators. Given this accent 
on the sacredness of private property (often, no matter how gained), it is 
unsurprising that in our contemporary era the white conservative political- 
economic resurgence has brought much “renewed popular white support 
for private property rights over human rights.”97 This intensified accent on 
personal property rights is often just a diversion from the actual white con-
cern over control of people of color in U.S. society.

Persisting Labor Management Techniques

In addition, U.S. slaveholders and other allied management experts greatly 
shaped what became capitalistic management practices for labor control 
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after slavery’s demise. Again systemic racism and capitalistic classism are 
closely intertwined. The scholar Karen Brodkin has underscored how the 
enslavement of African American workers became a centuries-long “tem-
plate for an enduring organization of capitalism in which race was the basis 
for the organization of work.”98 The slavery-centered system of intensive 
worker exploitation over two-plus centuries was followed by nearly a cen-
tury of the near-slavery of intensive Jim Crow labor exploitation, with much 
of that modeled on elements of the slavery system. In fact, in the early 20th 
century the white “father” of scientific management, Frederick Taylor, per-
ceived well the business profitability of encouraging racialized competition 
between workers in the supposedly scientific management practices he sug-
gested for top corporate executives and their managers. This management 
perspective was heavily influenced by the inherited racial framing of blacks, 
whites, and others as bad or good workers that was generated during the slav-
ery and Jim Crow eras. White company managers and owners intentionally 
communicated this racist framing to millions of new European immigrant 
workers coming into the United States in the first half of the 20th century, so 
that these white immigrants would view black workers as racially inferior— 
again dividing workers racially for easier capitalistic control.99

The long era of extreme labor exploitation under slavery and Jim Crow 
generated a lasting management template from which contemporary white 
(and some other) employers and their managers have continued to inter-
pret, manage, and exploit the labor of many workers of color, and thereby 
often to pit them against usually more privileged white workers. This is yet 
another example of the historical and contemporary interconnectedness of 
systemic racism and class-riven capitalism.

The Capitalistic Class Frame

These last sections on the extraordinary accent on private property and on 
aggressive worker management signal how strong the capitalistic class fram-
ing of U.S. society has been. Much of what has been written by analysts on 
the capitalists’ frame of mind has discussed their view of the rational pur-
suit of profit and reinvestment, and other “Protestant Ethic” orientations.100 
In our view new social science analysis needs to focus on the broader class 
framing of the capitalist class. From the beginning, western capitalists have 
had a hierarchical view of society in line with the old great-chain-of-being 
framing. And some good historical research has examined key aspects of 
the capitalist class frame’s negative view of workers. In the late 19th cen-
tury leading capitalists developed a Social Darwinist perspective, one view-
ing most workers, especially those poor and nonwhite, as morally weak, 
lazy, and inferior. From this Social Darwinist perspective, there must not 
be union or government efforts—e.g., regulating work conditions or public 
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education—to improve the lives of these socially inferior workers and their 
families. At that time, and often today, leading white male free-marketeers 
have “placed their faith in economic salvation.” For them it is “as unnatural 
to fetter the rich as it was hopeless to uplift the poor.”101

Clearly, since at least the late 19th century, this capitalistic class frame 
has encompassed a central pro-capitalist subframe (positive view of cap-
italists as virtuous and superior) and an anti-worker frame (critical view 
of workers as lower status and justifiably managed). Today, the capitalist 
superiority subframe is the center of the still-dominant class frame, which 
does vary somewhat across the society. Both subframes contain an array 
of class stereotypes, images, interpretations, and narratives. Unsurprisingly, 
too, workers of all backgrounds, and their families, are aggressively social-
ized to accept much of this class framing and their subordinate class posi-
tion under contemporary capitalism, the latter being said to allow them 
the “freedom” to choose the work they do and to be consumers in a “free 
market” system superior to other economic systems. Note too that racial, 
gender, and occupational divisions within the U.S. workforce also help to 
reinforce the capitalist class system and its dominant framing by making 
workers’ organized resistance less likely.

Conclusion

In this introductory chapter we have laid out, with important examples, 
much of our theoretical perspective on the centrality of elite white men in 
building and maintaining what is for a great many people a very oppressive 
contemporary world. During the early centuries of European imperialistic 
expansion and usually violent colonization these powerful social actors cre-
ated an overarching system of elite-white-male dominance with its major 
interlocking and coreproducing subsystems of oppression—systemic sex-
ism, systemic classism, and systemic racism.

Over subsequent centuries, to the present day, more generations of these 
elite men have further developed and mostly maintained their dominance in 
these and other subsystems of the overarching elite-white-male dominance 
system. We have examined here some of their actions and orientations, 
mostly prior to the 1970s in the United States. In the chapters to come we 
will examine many more examples of the power and impact of elite-white- 
male actions and orientations, as they have continued to maintain this 
 elite-white-male dominance system in the United States and globally.

We have only touched briefly in this chapter on certain large-scale 
national and international impacts of this elite-white-male dominance 
system. We will enumerate these more fully in subsequent chapters. Ear-
lier historical developments do greatly impact the present. For exam-
ple, one central and lasting impact is that, over the black-enslavement 
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centuries, thousands of small and large capitalistic enterprises—including 
slave plantations and associated merchant, banking, and law firms—generated 
much of this country’s white economic prosperity and wealth. That par-
ticular oppression era was followed by a huge and unjust generation of 
more white prosperity and wealth over nearly a century of legal segrega-
tion. Over many generations, including the few since the end of Jim Crow 
in 1969, these socioeconomic resources have often been passed along in 
families, thereby generating unjust enrichment and prosperity for many 
tens of millions of white Americans, to the present. This massive exploita-
tion over three and a half centuries of slavery and Jim Crow simultane-
ously created large-scale unjust impoverishment that has greatly impacted 
many generations of African Americans, as well as some other Amer-
icans of color. Though usually hidden from view, this white-generated  
process of unjust impoverishment for generations of Americans of color is 
directly linked to the unjust enrichment of generations of white Americans, 
now well into the 21st century.

One central aspect of the triple helix of interrelated and codetermining 
racial, class, and gender oppressions is that they operate routinely and often 
in the background. Reflecting on systemic sexism and its heterosexist mas-
culinity, anthropologist R. W. Connell underscores how such normalized 
oppression works over time:

Given that heterosexual men socially selected for hegemonic mascu-
linity run the corporations and the state, the routine maintenance of 
these institutions will normally do the job.  .  .  . What is brought to 
attention is national security, or corporate profit, or family values, or 
true religion, or individual freedom, or international competitiveness, 
or economic efficiency, or the advance of science. Through the every-
day working of institutions defended in such terms, the dominance of 
a particular kind of masculinity is achieved.102

This normalized and often concealed operation is also characteristic of 
systemic racism and classism. An aggressively overt and direct defense of 
systemic racism, classism, and sexism is often not required because mostly 
elite white men and their immediate acolytes control the majority of major 
private and government institutions. As we see throughout this book, these 
societal realities of national security, corporate profit, family values, reli-
gion, individual freedom, competitiveness and efficiency, and advance of 
science affect all Americans, but they are still mostly elite-white-male gen-
erated, shaped, and/or controlled through the normal and routine opera-
tions of major U.S. institutions.



Contemporary Misremembering: “The Father of Our Country”

Together with Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt, George Washing-
ton is today consistently ranked as one of the greatest U.S. presidents. His 
huge monument is the most recognizable in Washington, D.C. He peers 
down at visitors from the massive stone wall of Mount Rushmore. Cur-
rently, many more educational institutions, streets, and municipalities bear 
his name than that of any other American.1

Yet, it is revealing of how the elite-white-male dominance system works 
that few contemporary Americans actually know much about this extraor-
dinarily important elite white male American. Encouraging ignorance and 
misrepresentation is usually essential to the maintenance of oppressive sys-
tems. Nearly half of the students at 55 renowned universities failed to rec-
ognize Washington as being the founder called “first in war, first in peace 
and first in the hearts of his countrymen.”2 James Rees, who raised millions 
for campaigns to bring Washington back into national consciousness, has 
expressed astonishment over how many people view him as old or boring. 
To offer the million-plus annual visitors a heightened appreciation of the 
conventionally portrayed Washington, his Virginia slave plantation (Mount 
Vernon) was recently reconstructed at huge expense.3

What is more disturbing is that most Americans are less aware of the 
actual Washington, perhaps the most powerful white man of his day sub-
stantially because of the hundreds of enslaved black workers and extensive 
Native American lands that he “owned.” Few whites today appear willing 
to fully acknowledge that many men like Washington who are referred to 
as “founding fathers” lived far from honorable and ethical lives by the best 
standards of their own day. Today, especially among white Americans, there 
is a lack of a critical sense of the savage attacks on indigenous towns and 
savage slaveholding engaged in by famous white founders, their associates, 
and their descendants. Thus, at one juncture in the 1780s George and his 
wife Martha held more than 200 African Americans in enslaved bondage. 
The annals of his Mount Vernon plantation complex reveal that he generally 
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viewed enslaved workers and their families as economic investments much 
akin to farm animals. His overseers regularly flogged (i.e., tortured) those 
enslaved, and he strictly enforced the return of those who fled this oppres-
sion, using brutal violence when necessary.4

The contemporary rejection of a genuine account of such “founding 
fathers” is so pervasive that when Washington’s slaveholding past is pub-
licly discussed, it is usually whitewashed, such as by including claims that 
he was “not racist” and often treated those he enslaved “well.” To soften 
the picture, some focus on his will, and the fact that after his and his wife’s 
deaths, he indicated that all those he enslaved “shall receive their freedom.”5 
Even liberal historian Henry Wiencek’s An Imperfect God is fundamentally 
in keeping with this soft history. He builds his account in part on the prem-
ise that Washington agonized and suffered morally over slavery. But, if so, 
why then did Washington not adopt the view that U.S. slavery ought to 
be promptly abolished? Instead of asking such a relevant morality question, 
otherwise critical scholars such as Wiencek conclude that, “Of all the great 
Virginia patriots, only Washington ultimately had the moral courage and 
farsightedness to free his slaves.”6

Many white analysts of this era find little fault with the whitewashed ver-
sion of Washington’s attitudes on slavery. One reviewer of Wiencek’s book 
celebrates Washington’s solid interest in farming without mention of the 
enslaved African Americans who worked his farmlands under often brutal 
conditions.7 Nowadays, many also argue that you should not judge these 
slaveholders such as Washington by today’s supposedly superior moral-
ity. Yet these elite men fall very short when judged by the best humanistic 
morality of their own time. One-fifth of the population then was African 
American, whose moral perspective certainly opposed slavery. Then there 
were many abolitionists, black and white (especially Quakers), who spoke 
out widely on the immorality of enslaving human beings. Even a few major 
white slaveholders, well-known to Washington and other leading slavehold-
ers, did come to understand fully slavery’s immorality, and they freed hun-
dreds of people that they enslaved.

Systemic Racism: More Contemporary Cover-Ups

White America has not yet come to terms with this country’s extraordi-
narily oppressive 246 years of slavery, about 60 percent of our history. For 
example, enslaved African American workers provided significant labor that 
built up numerous U.S. universities, North and South, in the form of direct 
labor or slaveholder gifts from wealth created from enslaved labor. Many 
overt symbols of this savage oppression remain everywhere. Recently, Yale 
University students successfully petitioned university officials to change the 
name of one major residential college, which honors its 1804 graduate John 
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C. Calhoun. Calhoun was a defender of enslaving black people to gener-
ate white wealth and white “freedom.” Today there is also a huge statue in 
Charleston, South Carolina, of this slaveholder, racist demagogue, and one-
time U.S. senator, a man still regarded as more powerful than any president 
of his day. Revealingly, too, four of the twelve Yale colleges are (currently) 
named after white male slaveholders, and eleven are named for white men.8 
These and many similar examples indicate the architecture of systemic rac-
ism and sexism, of how such oppression gets actually built into physical 
structures that outlast many generations of human beings.

Clearly, when it comes to this form of elite-white-male domination, the 
past has affected and infected the racial present in a great many ways. For 
instance, in 2010 the elite-white-male Republican politician Trent Franks, 
who served for a decade in Congress, naively declared that present gov-
ernment policies on abortion were more devastating to African Americans 
than the “policies of slavery.”9 The arch-conservative Pat Buchanan—a white 
media commentator and advisor to presidents Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, 
and Ronald Reagan, and who sought the Republican presidential nomina-
tion in the 1990s—has insistently declared that:

America has been the best country on earth for black folks. It was 
here that 600,000 black people, brought from Africa in slave ships, 
grew into a community of 40 million, were introduced to Christian 
salvation, and reached the greatest levels of freedom and prosperity 
blacks have ever known. . . . no people anywhere has done more to lift 
up blacks than white Americans.10

Clearly, the arrogant Buchanan presumes to speak for generations of 
African Americans. And he does not mention the extreme human devasta-
tion created by this white-imposed slave trade for several centuries.

Today, many influential whites, including otherwise critical scholars, 
are sometimes implicated in constructing this whitewashed version of the 
centuries of North American slavery. That white male slaveholders were 
responsible for the great violence and other savagery, pervasive sexual 
abuse, and extreme immorality of slavery excludes the possibility that, as 
some white scholars and other whites like Buchanan argue, they were just 
lifting up Africans.

Moreover, the many rationalizing commentaries on slavery like these 
attempt, overtly or inadvertently, to legitimate centuries of whites’ owning 
millions of human beings. In U.S. society, where an already existing faith 
in white virtuousness is propagated at the center of the all-pervasive white 
framing of society, such rationalizing comments are highly problematic. 
What’s more, a thorough retelling of this bloody slavery has been largely 
absent from or whitewashed in most information-transmission institutions, 
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including major educational institutions and mainstream media. Unmis-
takably, there is a distinctive absence in most such institutions of spe-
cific and sustained analyses of the overarching societal dominance and 
world-shaping oppressive actions of the founding era’s most powerful white 
men, called out as such.

In the 17th century, European and European American elites began the 
often genocidal attacks on Native American societies, theft of Native Amer-
ican lands, and exploitation of the labor of Native Americans and African 
Americans. In every era since then, the white elite has persistently reinforced 
a white racial framing of society, as well as constructed or maintained eco-
nomic, political, and other social organizations and institutions that mirror 
white or white male interests. Their actions—formerly as slaveholders, trad-
ers, and merchants and later as industrialists and other business leaders—have 
proved critical to the establishment and preservation of the elite-white-male 
dominance system. Pointedly, too, the demographic makeup of those drafting 
the 1787 U.S. Constitution (all influential white men) is still similar to the 
makeup of those Americans who are today mostly in control of numerous 
major institutions. We will return to numerous examples of contemporary 
racism in later chapters.

Systemic Sexism Today

Today, systemic sexism likewise remains central to U.S. society. A  con-
stitutional amendment to give women equal rights with men (the Equal 
Rights Amendment) was passed by both houses of Congress in 1972, with 
this wording: “The equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or 
abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.” However, 
because only 35 of the 38 required state legislatures ratified it, there is today 
no such equal rights guarantee in the U.S. Constitution. Numerous legisla-
tures that did not ratify it were, unsurprisingly, in white-conservative-run 
southern states. To a substantial degree, this lack of ratification was because 
of the strong opposition of mostly white state legislators and of organized 
(male and female) conservative groups that argued the amendment would 
erode women’s traditional gender-role requirements and supposed “privi-
leges.”11 An Equal Rights Amendment has been reintroduced, periodically, 
in Congress but still has not been ratified.

In this book we often show how this sexist system constantly intertwines 
with and coreproduces systems of racial and class oppression. Since the 
1980s a renewed men’s movement has developed, one that has accented the 
usually modest price that men sometimes pay, compared to most women, 
for the sexist system (see Chapter 8). Unsurprisingly, the defenders of this 
movement rarely examine in detail society’s deeply imbedded sexist sys-
tem.12 Yet, a serious analyst can demonstrate from social science studies that 
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for centuries (mostly white) men have had controlling economic, political, 
and other social power in myriad important societal areas, including in the 
(white) patriarchal family that has been a major site for reproduction of the 
dominant gender, racial, and class systems.13

Today, most men continue to benefit substantially from the age-old 
gender subordination of women in the home. Women are expected to do 
more housework, which is still conceptualized in the “domesticity” terms 
discussed in Chapter 1. Negative framing of women inside and outside of 
home and family reinforces this gendered family reality. Girls and women 
are commonly framed in restrictive male sexist terms, such as being “by 
nature” flaky, emotional, or less intelligent. Seen from society’s dominant 
male sexist framing, they can be employed outside the home—for economic 
reasons they often have to be—but most are best suited for traditional 
female jobs, marriage, and a male-dominant family setting. While some 
gender and family changes have taken place, usually because of collective 
pressures from women, conventional male sexist norms are still pressed on 
women in many areas of U.S. society.

Men Controlling Women’s Bodies

This sexist system includes a heavy focus on cissexuality and on heterosex-
uality, as is evident in societal pressures on women of all backgrounds for 
heterosexual marriages, heteronormative sexual relations, and conventional 
childbearing. Today, as in the past, one observes a great many examples of 
men—and at the top of the society, powerful white men—still controlling 
women’s bodies and choices. Thus, in one recent year the anti-abortion bills 
in Congress were sponsored by mostly white male members. To be specific, 
these members of Congress had an average age of 60 years, were more than 
80 percent male, and were about 80 percent white. This meant that dispro-
portionately older and white men were legislating about all women’s bod-
ies and choices. They frequently took such actions assertively, even though 
studies showed that many did not understand basic facts about women’s 
bodies.14 Powerful white men have long played the central role in subju-
gating women’s bodies, often out of fear of losing their hold on their sexist- 
patriarchal power.

Women of various backgrounds who break the conventional normative 
code of sexist subjugation are often hostilely framed as “bitches,” “barren,” 
or “unwed mothers,” while the offspring of unmarried mothers are termed 
“illegitimate” or “bastards.” Note again how elite and non-elite men in this 
way assume the right to define what women’s virtue is and who is virtuous. 
Moreover, despite seemingly substantial gains in a few anti-sexist Supreme 
Court decisions, when a woman discards the traditional conventions of the 
dominant sexist system, there are strategies for reigning her in. For example, 
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the male violence experienced by lesbians is extensive, including in the mil-
itary and on college campuses. They face sexual harassment, stalking, and 
gang rapes. Certainly, too, a great many other women face this controlling 
male violence inside and outside home settings, with much of that perpe-
trated by their male attackers with societal impunity.15

Moreover, the indoctrination in gender stereotypes and other sexist 
framing that is propagated today by the majority of white families is usually 
linked to a racial framing that accents white girls being virtuous in certain 
particular ways. Full access to the realm of white social privilege is con-
tingent on white girls and women having intimate relationships just with 
white men.16 The sexist system has long ensured that most white men have 
intimate access to and control over women, often irrespective of their con-
sent. For instance, the historical examples of enslaved black female bodies 
and of seemingly free white female bodies illustrate how white male patri-
archy has long served the interests of white men, both elite and non-elite. 
For 60 percent of this country’s history, subordinated black female bodies 
“were needed for the reproduction of a slave labour population,” whereas 
the usually subordinated white female bodies were also “needed for the 
reproduction of European domination.”17

For centuries now, the derogation and criminalization by powerful white 
men of interracial and nonheterosexual relationships have demonstrated 
well the overarching elite-white-male dominance system central to U.S. 
society. Anti-intermarriage laws and laws criminalizing same-sex relations 
have been common in white-dominated societies, including the United 
States. Not until 1967 did the white-male-controlled Supreme Court rule 
that laws prohibiting interracial marriage were unconstitutional. Recent 
studies on the experiences of white women who partner with men of color 
still reveal that they often suffer physical and verbal attacks by white male 
family members.18 Moreover, for the dominant sexist-racist system to effec-
tively function, men of color have for centuries needed to “know their 
place,” one subordinate to all white men. Black men have historically been 
framed in the dominant white racial frame as sexually aggressive and dan-
gerous, especially to white women, and this racist framing remains central 
to how much of white America still views them. Around 1900, the black 
sociologist Ida B. Wells-Barnett was the first social scientist to assess in 
some detail how “white womanhood” was regularly used to justify white 
lynchings of black men.19

Such white-racist justifications persist. Consider the recent case of the 
white man who murdered black churchgoers at a South Carolina church. As 
if it were his civic duty to act out a racist framing of African Americans, the 
shooter spouted racist mythology to his victims, “I have to do it. . . . You rape 
our women and you’re taking over our country and you have to go.”20 Social 
commentator Chauncey DeVega has linked this violence to a growing sense 
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of threatened white manhood—that is, the learned “fear of the world chang-
ing to the disadvantage of white men.”21 Among the contradictions in the 
young killer’s assertion is the fact that white men have long been the ones to 
control, often violently, the reproductive processes of all women. Ironic, too, 
is that far from African Americans “taking over our country,” the overarch-
ing dominance system that has long been in place still ensures that mostly 
white men control U.S. society at the top.

Note too the centrality of powerful guns and white male shooters in mass 
killings like this one. A substantial majority of the mass killings in recent 
decades have been done by angry white men. The aggressive celebrating 
of guns has long been associated with toxic white masculinity. The large 
white-owned gun corporations usually profit handsomely when an inci-
dent like this happens, and many whites (disproportionately men) fear that 
gun controls will be imposed. As one investigative reporter noted about the 
owners and top executives of the leading gunmakers for the United States:

They are all white, all middle-aged, and all men. A  few live openly 
lavish lifestyles, but the majority fly under the radar.  .  .  . these are 
America’s top gunmakers—leaders of the nation’s most controversial 
industry. They have kept their heads down and their fingerprints off 
regulations designed to protect their businesses—foremost a law that 
[uniquely] shields gun companies from liability for crimes committed 
with their products.22

These white owners and top executives often contribute to or maintain close 
ties to the National Rifle Association, from which they often get special 
awards. Note too that gun sales to whites were especially brisk during the 
years when an African American, Barack Obama, was U.S. president.

The Sexist System: Shaping Capitalistic Workplaces

As we suggested earlier, the sexist system is closely linked to the capitalis-
tic system, and they are coreproductive. For centuries male employers and 
workers have created and maintained gender segregation and other discrim-
ination in capitalistic workplaces, generally by using the traditional gen-
dered framing and discriminatory techniques of an age-old sexist system. 
Today, the negative stereotypes and other negative framing of women noted 
previously are commonplace in a great many U.S. employment settings.

For instance, one recent study of Wall Street firms concluded that bla-
tantly sexist framing is a central part of these firms’ typically male corporate 
cultures. The highly disrespectful sexist “Bro” commentary and framing of 
(mostly white) male executives, traders, and other employees there “makes 
it very difficult for women to ascend the Wall Street ladder. When you create 
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a culture where women are casually torn apart in conversation, how can you 
ever stomach promoting them, or working for them?”23 Of course, a great 
many other U.S. workplaces have similar situations where male executives’ 
and other employees’ aggressively sexist framing of women—in all-male 
backstage settings and in frontstage settings where women are present—
not only limits women’s advancement but also makes their workday lives 
troubling and difficult in other ways.

In countless workplaces institutionalized sexism means that a great many 
women must accept occupational positions that are lower status and lower- 
paying compared to the occupational positions that men who are  comparably 
(or less) qualified can secure. For many decades women have been concen-
trated in a smaller number of U.S. occupations than men—occupational 
settings such as domestic worker, fast-food worker, nurse, clerical worker, 
retail sales worker, and schoolteacher. In addition, women frequently have 
to endure various discriminatory barriers in regard to hiring and promo-
tions, often in spite of the same or better educational attainments than men. 
Often too, they experience sexual harassment, and significant resistance to 
sexist discrimination can mean losing a much-needed job. The result of 
these discriminatory patterns is much socioeconomic and other loss for 
women, their families, and their communities. Especially great are losses to 
society of the abilities and creativity of millions of women who have faced 
entrenched gender discrimination over lifetimes, now for generations. In 
Chapter 8 we will provide further details on contemporary sexism in the 
U.S. workplace.

Shifts in Heterosexist Dominance

The societal dominance of heterosexism has been challenged by organized 
efforts in recent decades, but these have had much pushback. Heterosexism 
has long been central to the dominant male sexist frame. Indeed, the Amer-
ican Psychiatric Association listed “homosexuality” as a mental disorder 
until the 1970s. Not one state barred discrimination against gay and lesbian 
Americans until the 1980s. Yet, by the 1990s, the legal situation for gay and 
lesbian Americans was changing significantly. In 1993 they were allowed to 
serve covertly in the U.S. military, but that “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy was 
not officially changed until 2011. (Even today many LGBTQ people there 
remain silent, fearing retaliation.) Moreover, upset at pressures for change, 
in 1996 a majority of members in a male-dominated Congress passed, and 
President Bill Clinton signed, a discriminatory Defense of Marriage Act 
stipulating that federal recognition was granted only to heterosexual mar-
riages. Nonetheless, that same year the Supreme Court knocked down a 
Colorado law allowing discrimination against gay and lesbian citizens, and 
in 2000 Vermont became the first of numerous states to allow a civil-union 
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form of gay marriage. Soon, gay marriages were allowed or recognized in 
several states. In 2008 a California referendum banned gay marriage, even 
as the state Supreme Court permitted it. Between 2008 and 2015 gay mar-
riage was gradually legalized in Iowa, Vermont, New Hampshire, New York, 
and D.C.—and then nationally by the Supreme Court in mid-2015.24

Still, as of 2017, there is no federal law banning LGBTQ discrimination, 
although one has been introduced in Congress since the 1990s and presi-
dential executive orders have provided some protection for LGBTQ Amer-
icans. A majority of states do not yet have comprehensive laws that prohibit 
discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity for all 
types of employment. Moreover, in 2016–2017 there were successful legis-
lative attempts in numerous states to make discrimination against LGBTQ 
Americans permissible, including overturning existing anti-discrimination 
laws. Still, this mostly male-led, often arch-conservative, anti-LGBTQ action 
brought much public protest and substantial economic retaliation against 
the affected states. This uneven and oscillating legal situation for LGBTQ 
rights reveals that overt, subtle, and covert heterosexist and homophobic 
framing is still commonplace. A great many people openly conceptualize 
“real men” as not being gay and “real women” as not being lesbian, and 
both men and women as being defined only by the sex listed on their birth 
certificates.25

Elite Economic Dominance: Contemporary Capitalism

We have already discussed briefly the male-normed and male-framed char-
acter of many U.S. organizations, including workplaces. These institutions 
are also class-normed and class-framed, as well as racially normed and 
framed.

White Male Dominance among Contemporary CEOs

Today, most U.S. economic organizations remain white-normed and white-
framed in their internal sociocultural structures, and white individuals are 
mostly in command at and near the top of these organizations that effec-
tively empower them. Even after decades of official attempts to desegre-
gate economic institutions, the overwhelming majority of those heading 
up most major powerful economic and associated political organizations 
are still white and male. They make up most higher-level executives across 
many business sectors. In a 2016 count whites made up 96 percent of CEOs 
of Fortune 500 companies. And 93  percent were white men. White men 
constituted 85 percent of corporate executive officers and nearly all CEOs 
at Wall Street and venture capital firms. (No major investment bank has yet 
had a woman head.) Yet, the U.S. workforce is currently about 64 percent 
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white workers—and only about a third white male. This dominance is an 
old phenomenon, for over the last century almost all Fortune 500 corpo-
rate CEOs have been white men.26 White men have long dominated among 
the top executives and owners of major U.S. companies, including multina-
tional corporations. Recall, thus, the analyst who said that if these gender 
numbers were reversed, many people would consider U.S. society to be an 
“emasculating feminist tyranny.”27

While data displaying this corporate dominance are striking, the stories 
behind the data are also arresting. Take, for example, two famous corporate 
executives, Thomas J. Watson, Sr., and Thomas J. Watson, Jr. This family lin-
eage, father and son, was empowered by and controlled one of the world’s most 
significant international corporations (IBM) for several decades (1914–
1971). They provide an example of the nepotistic cloning of high economic 
officials. Note, too, that it was not until 2011 that an elite (white) woman was 
appointed as CEO of IBM—the first in its long history, and significantly just 
in time to preside over significant corporate decline there.28

Like many other elite U.S. families, the Watsons illustrate some ways in 
which elite white men take specific actions to maintain great power and 
wealth over generations. The legal and political system has long been 
arranged by men like them for this purpose. They can do this by passing 
along economic and other social inheritances across family generations and 
by creating and regularly utilizing elite white networks and other exclu-
sive social organizations. Not only is their present dominant individual and 
family position greatly rooted in their family’s past dominance, but it is also 
rooted in these high-level networking and organizational arrangements 
that lay the groundwork for future generations’ power and wealth. Systemic 
racism, classism, and sexism all operate with this type of social reproduc-
tion process of racial, class, and gender group privilege from one generation 
to the next. These systems of well-institutionalized oppression constantly 
reinforce and codetermine each other.

In the contemporary era, major corporate CEOs, mostly white and male, 
are still among the highest paid societal decision-makers. Today, they are 
situated in an era of economic inequality unmatched since the 1920s. Con-
sider just one year’s (2014) bonuses for Wall Street executives; they totaled 
twice the annual incomes of all minimum wage workers in that year. Since 
1990, CEO compensation has snowballed. CEOs in 1965 received approx-
imately 24 times the annual amount of the average U.S. worker. Currently, 
these CEOs receive 325 times that of the ordinary worker.29

Additionally, white men dominate among the wealthiest 400 Americans. 
A recent Forbes study found that almost all were white. Blacks and Latinos 
made up less than 2 percent; women were rare in the group as well (about 
13 percent). Just the top 100 in this group had more wealth than all Afri-
can Americans and Latinos combined. The study found yet again that most 
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had inherited substantial financial capital and significant cultural capital, 
such as access to a very good education and important social networks that 
enabled them to move up economically. Most were not “self-made men.”30 
Today the concentration of great wealth and luxury of this white male cadre 
has become extraordinary. Even more importantly, “More than any cate-
gory of people before them, they collectively have the power—the accumu-
lated resources, the physical and social techniques—to shape the [world’s] 
future.”31

Note too that this male dominance of wealth is a global reality. Another 
Forbes study found that more than 91 percent of the world’s 1,226 billion-
aires were men, yet men make up only half the world’s population. As in the 
United States, most of the few non-U.S. women among these super-wealthy 
people had gained their wealth through marriage, divorce, or inheritance.32

Modest Racial and Gender Desegregation: The Corporate Elite

Much research shows there is a concrete ceiling generally blocking Amer-
icans of color and white women from higher-level positions in many 
workplaces. Over many decades now, few men or women of color have 
ever served as heads of a Fortune 500 company. As of 2014, Asian, Latino, 
and African Americans taken together made up just 4 percent of Fortune 
500 CEOs. Only in 1999 did Franklin Raines become head of the Federal 
National Mortgage Association, as the first black male CEO of a Fortune 
500 company. More than a decade would pass before the first black woman 
was appointed CEO of a Fortune 500 company. Between 1999 and 2015, 
only ten other African Americans were appointed as CEOs. In 2015 the 
number of black CEOs was still only five, a mere 1 percent of the Fortune 
500 corporate heads.33 Corporate boards of directors reveal similar patterns 
of white male dominance. An Alliance for Board Diversity study reported 
that among Fortune 500 companies, black men and women totaled just 
7.4 percent of corporate board members. (African Americans were about 
13 percent of the population.) White men held about 73 percent of corpo-
rate board seats, with white women holding only 13 percent.34

Ronald Parker, head of a group representing top black executives, has 
explained a key reason for this continuing dominance of powerful white 
men as CEOs. In a type of socio-racial cloning process, the latter are greatly 
inclined to offer high-level employment opportunities to white men who 
act and “look like them.”35 Those hired usually benefit from extensive 
white male networking. Again, we observe just how this elite-white-male 
dominance system gets perpetuated by specific decisions. Such a glaring 
selection bias continues despite the fact that research reveals that persist-
ing corporate homogeneity does not push a business’s market development 
and generate business innovation as well as substantial employee diversity 
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does.36 In addition, these and other corporate workplace data indicate that 
commonplace claims that most corporations are committed to racial and 
gender inclusion are suspect.

Additionally, one review of CEO changes at Fortune 500 companies over a 
recent period found a propensity to thrust executives of color or white female 
executives into top leadership roles as a white-male-generated last resort in 
companies facing crises. Extending the metaphor of the glass ceiling, some 
have dubbed this process the “glass cliff.” If the corporation’s functioning 
declines during the tenure of the nontraditional executive, these men and 
women of color or white women tend to be quickly traded in for a conven-
tional white male executive. In fact, the evidence suggests that even when 
women CEOs fix problems inherited from male predecessors, they are even-
tually removed from power to make room for a white male successor.37 While 
we have not seen systematic data on the highest-level positions in major non-
economic institutions, we suspect that this process is often likely there as well.

General Motors CEO Mary Barra, the first female head of a major global 
automaker, is a case-in-point. Following decades of employment experience 
at the company, in 2014 she was appointed CEO directly before revelations 
over major car safety issues there emerged. Barra was well-qualified, but the 
timing of her promotion was suspect. In her first months she was grilled by 
Congress and faced a public relations nightmare. She had to make a public 
apology for the company’s decision not to recall many GM vehicles despite 
internal long-term knowledge of a serious design flaw. Some analysts have 
insisted that Barra was a scapegoat for male executives’ mistakes.38

Social scientists Allison Cook and Christy Glass have emphasized the 
motives often behind hiring an executive who is not a white male during 
challenging corporate times, including as a gesture to indicate diversity 
changes supposedly taking place.39 Traditional gender and racial stereo-
types also play a role. That is, female executives are typically seen as more 
capable of uniting people and being more believable in apologizing for 
company shortcomings. A  company often publicizes such a historic-first 
appointment while setting up that person to fail. What’s more, in order for 
nontraditional executives to rise to the top, they have to be relatively flaw-
less in major decision-making and overcome never-ending gender or racial 
framing throughout their corporate careers. Unsurprisingly, the nontradi-
tional CEOs who have not succeeded in turning around unproductive cor-
porations are also less likely to be selected for future leadership positions.40 
Moreover, one scholarly study of 1,085 corporations found that “mergers, 
the closure of corporate subsidiaries that had numerous women and people 
of color on their management teams, and emergence from bankruptcy all 
led to reductions in corporate diversity.”41

Researchers have demonstrated that top corporate CEOs who are not 
white men mostly share the same social class backgrounds as the latter, with 
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the exception of African American CEOs. White women CEOs are gener-
ally comparable to the white men in terms of class backgrounds. Nonethe-
less, researchers Domhoff and Zweigenhaft have established that women 
who serve as corporate CEOs and board members of Fortune 500 compa-
nies do tend to be more highly educated than their white male colleagues. 
They are more likely to have attended top colleges and universities and to 
have graduate degrees. To get ahead in a corporate world that discrimi-
nates, women and others facing discrimination generally have to be bet-
ter educated, as well as generally do better in major decision-making, than 
their conventional white male rivals.42

Framing an Oppressive Society: Top White Male Executives

Rarely do we get to see the actual thinking of powerful white male execu-
tives in regard to critical racial, class, and gender issues. One reason is that 
they often have public relations officials to protect them. However, on one 
rare occasion recently, the wealthy CEO of the huge financial and insurance 
company AIG, Robert Benmosche, commented from his posh estate on the 
European debt crises. Revealing his elite class framing, he suggested that 
these crises could be solved if the “normals” (that is, ordinary workers) there 
would work a lot more, including into their 80s.43 The prominent CEO of 
the computer programming company AngelHack, Greg Gopman, demon-
strated a similar class-biased perspective in an attack on San Francisco’s 
poor on Facebook. He accused the “lower part of society” of ruining the 
downtown for people like him. There, he asserted, the “degenerates gather 
like hyenas, spit, urinate, taunt you, sell drugs, get rowdy, they act like they 
own the center of the city.” He later apologized, but his outburst demon-
strated a harsh classist (and probably racist) framing of modest-income 
urbanites.44

In another case the racist framing of elite men came to light because of a 
lawsuit. According to a 1990s New York Times report, top executives at one 
of the country’s largest oil companies were taped discussing a discrimina-
tion lawsuit filed against them by black employees. There the white execu-
tives argued their employees were like “black jelly beans” who just “stuck 
to the bottom of the bag.” Other lawsuit materials revealed that a white 
company executive at another office commented on an employee’s formal 
discrimination complaint by saying he would “fire her black ass.” When it 
was pointed out that company policy did not allow that, he replied, “I guess 
we treat niggers differently down here.”45

On another such occasion recently, the prominent CEO of CBS, Les 
Moonves, was presented with an opportunity to reject racist and sexist 
commentary during his network’s reality television series Big Brother. The 
season garnered attention because of many racist, sexist, homophobic, and 
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other bigoted comments regularly made by white participants vying for a 
prize. At a Television Critics Association meeting, Moonves explained that 
he and his wife, Big Brother host Julie Chen (an Asian American), had dis-
cussed the international controversy over the program’s extreme bigotry. He 
referred to it as “appalling, personally,” but explained it was an unfortunate 
reflection of “how certain people feel in America.” He defended as appropri-
ate his and other executives’ profitable decision to keep the offensive partic-
ipants on the show.46

Some critics underscored the CBS elite’s problematical standard in much 
other programming. While network executives did criticize Big Brother 
participants for offensive comments, their main characters in other highly 
rated CBS programs also frequently made racist jokes about racial and eth-
nic groups.47 Unsurprisingly, more than 6 million viewers tuned in for Big 
Brother after the racist framing and other bigoted framing garnered news 
headlines. Of course, the large advertising revenues are a major reason for 
the continuation of Big Brother and similarly offensive shows. Indeed, the 
year that the Big Brother controversy arose, Moonves’ salary was a huge 
$66.9 million.48 These revealing examples signal why and how elite-white-
male capitalists rarely show a moral backbone in regard to highly racist, 
sexist, and homophobic programming when that morality conflicts with 
corporate profitability. They routinely operate not only out of a capitalistic 
framing accenting their high-class superiority and interests, but often out of 
an insensitive racist and sexist framing of society.

In addition, many top white executives, especially white men, are con-
vinced we now live in a post-racist, post-sexist country. One interviewing 
project involving corporate executives encountered frequent assertions like 
this from a top executive. Asked about his view of affirmative action, he 
made these generalizations:

I’d like to believe that over the last 30 years of having those kinds of 
programs however, that attitudes have changed dramatically enough 
that maybe those programs aren’t as necessary as they were before. 
So I’d like to see them either phased out, I’m actually very pleased to 
see the courts now starting to review some, some of these cases and 
viewing them as being reverse discriminatory.49

In this common view of elite and ordinary whites not only have things 
improved dramatically in white attitudes so that positive remedial pro-
grams are no longer necessary, but also there is now a supposed problem 
of “reverse discrimination,” a term first popularized by elite whites in the 
1970s backlash against civil rights progress.50

Occasionally, too, we get a glimpse of the views of top corporate exec-
utives on women and women’s issues. For instance, Mike Jeffries, the 



A Contemporary Overview • 59

Abercrombie  & Fitch CEO, admitted that for years his company did not 
sell plus-sized clothes for women because the corporation did not want 
to attract larger women customers as part of its clientele.51 In another 
example of male sexist framing the former CEO of General Electric, Jack 
Welch, articulated a negative view of developing women’s networks (“vic-
tims’ units”) and mentoring programs (“you should see everyone as your 
mentor”) to help women improve their employment situations. His view 
was that “women should just work hard, over-perform and that will take 
them straight to the board.” Welch is also famous for accenting in his writ-
ings “about what fun it was to go into the office on Saturday morning and 
hang out with the guys.”52 Also, the powerful JPMorgan Chase CEO, Jamie 
Dimon, recently commented condescendingly at a Chicago Executives 
Club gathering on U.S. Senator Elizabeth Warren, a published researcher of 
the financial system, for her accurate criticisms of Wall Street: “I don’t know 
if she fully understands the global banking system.”53 Dimon is famous for 
his aggressive support of the U.S. banking system, in spite of its determina-
tive role in the damaging Great Recession of the early 21st century.

When a hackers’ group published documents from Sony corporate files, 
just how some white CEOs in media companies operate out of a male sexist 
frame came to light. Sony CEO Michael Lynton and the billionaire CEO 
of Marvel Entertainment Ike Perlmutter were seen to be discussing how 
female-centric “superhero” films are bad business; they cited the failure 
of three such films. As one commentator, Jessica Goldstein, wisely asked, 
“does it only take three poorly-executed and badly-received examples to 
prove a person of a certain gender can’t star in a certain kind of movie?” 
Underscoring sexist framing inherent in the CEO exchanges, Goldstein 
listed numerous poor movies with white male superheroes, concluding that 
there never seems to be gendered talk about them being bad for business.54

Other powerful white men, including those who are not CEOs, have 
revealed their male sexist framing. For example, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch 
columnist George Will was replaced with another columnist in part because, 
as the newspaper editor explained, Will had “suggested that sexual assault 
victims on college campuses enjoy a privileged status. . . . The column was 
offensive and inaccurate.” Will had argued U.S. colleges “make victimhood a 
coveted status that confers privileges, victims proliferate.”55

While we stress that it is powerful white men who have played the most 
vital role, to the present day, in the construction and sustaining of the gen-
der, racial, and class systems, the aforementioned Sony document release 
also offers a look into the backstage views of a few influential white women. 
In the documents, Scott Rudin, a top white male Hollywood producer, and 
Sony Pictures CEO Amy Pascal joke about President Barack Obama’s film 
preferences as just being for black-populated films like Django Unchained, 
12  Years a Slave, or The Butler. In what the progressive group Color of 
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Change called a “more troubling exchange,” Pascal also said that getting 
one’s own television show is “the new Black baby” for celebrities, as if black 
children are a trendy craze. Pascal’s remarks were seen as verification of 
the exploitative relationship that corporations such as Sony have with Afri-
can Americans: “We must hold Amy Pascal accountable here; not just for 
her horrendous comments, but also for her role at the helm of a corporate 
agenda that views Black America as one big, lucrative joke.”56

Unmistakably, we observe here and elsewhere throughout this book that 
the relatively few CEOs who are not white men are nonetheless socialized 
into white-male-generated corporate values and conventional elite racial and 
class framing, so that they generally behave in important decision-making  
much like their white male counterparts.57

New Technology Sectors: White Men Rule

Executives of the U.S. high-technology sector—computer companies, and 
social media, communications, and other Internet-oriented companies— 
like to boast that they are the cutting edge in society’s innovation and 
 concern for reflecting a global and future-oriented perspective. If so, they 
frequently do not demonstrate this commitment in actual reality, and cer-
tainly not in their substantially segregated employment patterns. They 
undoubtedly drive much profitmaking in contemporary oligarchic capital-
ism across the globe, but their top executives, while often a bit younger on 
average, do otherwise look much like older white male executives who have 
run most major companies for generations.

When Dominic Rushe, business editor for the Guardian newspaper, asked 
about the growing high-technology sector, “What’s white, male, straight, and 
occasionally hangs out with Asian guys?,” he was not kidding about who 
runs Silicon Valley. Lack of significant diversity is a serious industry-wide 
reality, and California’s famous Silicon Valley technology companies are no 
exception. Recent data indicate that about half of information technology 
businesses have no women on their boards, compared to 36 percent of the 
largest U.S. public companies. Top executives of major globalizing firms like 
Facebook, Twitter, and Google are all part of a rather homogenous corpo-
rate coterie of overwhelmingly elite white men.58 Indeed, Silicon Valley has 
been called “a place where it’s possible to have all white male meetings all 
day every day,” certainly a far-cry from the frequently proclaimed imagery 
of corporate meritocracy.59

One reason for this male dominance is the power of the male sexist 
frame’s stereotypes of women as particularly “emotional” and “irrational,” 
while the central pro-male subframe of that dominant frame insists that 
men are especially “rational.” As anthropologist R. W. Connell notes, this 
stereotyped male rationality is now linked to better-paying occupations 
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involving new technical knowledge and expertise, such as those in Sili-
con Valley. That is, the assertion and perpetuation of male dominance in 
the economy is done not only by direct domination, but also by the segre-
gated hoarding of technical knowledge and control in specific occupational 
settings.60 This pattern also is evident in regard to the way the white male 
technological elite frames potential and actual employees of color. Again, 
we observe the role of specific decisions and decision-makers in routinely 
perpetuating the elite-white-male dominance system.

Unsurprisingly, thus, the high-profile tech executives have been rela-
tively slow in revealing data on employee diversity in their corporations. 
When CNN researched U.S. technology companies in 2011, they could only 
secure public diversity data on a few. Additionally, the data made available 
as of this writing have usually been incomplete—for example, they rarely 
include information on promotion and retention rates for employees of 
color. When queried, numerous high-tech companies have claimed that 
public disclosures would result in “competitive harm.”61

Some change has come more recently. For example, after years of trying to 
keep employee diversity data secret, Facebook’s executives made their figures 
public in 2014. Facebook executives then professed they were “serious about 
building a workplace that reflects a broad range of experience, thought, 
geography, age, background, gender, sexual orientation, language, culture 
and many other characteristics.”62 Notably, however, racial and ethnic diver-
sity was not explicitly named. What’s more, employment data tell a differ-
ent story. Globally, 85 percent of Facebook’s tech employees are men. In the 
United States, 63 percent of Facebook’s employees are white, and 24 percent 
are Asian American. Only 8 percent are Hispanic and African American.63

The diversity organization Color of Change pressured Twitter, the social 
media company, to release its employment data. Reflecting on these often 
difficult efforts, the organization’s executive director has described a culture 
of denial in Silicon Valley—people “who like to think of themselves as lib-
eral, progressive or at least open minded.” Aware that it is part of an Internet 
industry with dramatic imbalances in corporate diversity, in 2014 Twitter 
did declare its commitment to inclusiveness, as “a cornerstone of our cul-
ture.”64 However, company data then showed that 70 percent of employees 
were male, a percent that increased to 79 percent for the company’s lead-
ership and to 90  percent of tech employees. Some 59  percent of Twitter 
employees identified as white, 29  percent as Asian, and just 5  percent as 
Hispanic or African American. These employee statistics are in dramatic 
contrast to Twitter’s user base, where a disproportionate share (22 percent) 
of their online users is African American and another significant percent-
age of users is Latino.65

Of the major Internet companies detailed, Google has so far been the 
most candid in admitting uneasiness in publishing statistics. The company’s 
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executives, with little attention to systemic racism and sexism issues, finally 
offered poor excuses as to why tech companies like Google “struggle to 
recruit and retain women and minorities.” These included citation of lower 
rates of computer science degrees among women and of lower college grad-
uation rates for students of color. Claiming the company is not where it 
wants to be on diversity, their 2015 data revealed that 70 percent of employ-
ees were men. In terms of racial groups, 60 percent were white, 31 percent 
were Asian, and just 5 percent were black or Latino. Moreover, blacks occu-
pied just 1 percent of tech jobs, with Latinos at just 2 percent.66

About the same time, the Apple corporation revealed that 70 percent of 
its worldwide employees were men, a figure that increased to 72 percent 
for those in leadership roles and 80 percent for technical positions. Asian 
Americans comprised 15 percent of its personnel, Latinos 11 percent, and 
blacks 7  percent—the best percentages for employees of color at major 
high-tech firms. Apple CEO Tim Cook has steadfastly said that diversity 
and inclusion are “top priorities.”67

About this time Cook joined a few of the world’s wealthiest individuals and 
families and vowed to dedicate the majority of his wealth to serious philan-
thropy. This wealthy group has argued that philanthropy can accomplish 
“public goods,” goals that the government and most of the private sector in 
capitalistic countries like the United States are no longer willing to pursue.68 
Declarations of major commitments to diversity represent a relatively recent 
change for most top corporate executives. Actions are yet to follow, and most 
corporate executives still seem tone deaf. For example, the influential white 
CEO of Twitter, Dick Costolo, took offense to the critical comments of Asian 
American entrepreneur Vivek Wadhwa concerning Twitter’s lack of gender 
equity. Its governing board was then all white men.69 Costolo side-stepped the 
issue, instead mocking Wadhwa as the “Carrot Top [a stand-up comedian] of 
academic sources.” In additional exchanges via Twitter, Costolo continued 
to avoid a candid discussion of systemic racism and sexism issues. In con-
trast, Wadhwa pointed out that Twitter’s CEO was typical of white men in this 
high technology sector, describing them as “a boys’ club—a fraternity of the 
worst kind. It stacks the deck against women. It leaves out blacks and Hispan-
ics. And it provides unfair advantage to an elite few who happen to be con-
nected.”70 That is, this problem involved systemic racism and sexism. In recent 
years, many lawsuits have made public a volley of backstage sexist and racist 
comments and decisions by executives in high technology companies; they 
provide another reason to remain skeptical about their nods to diversity.71

For critics of the white men’s club that is Silicon Valley, their public com-
panies have an obligation to reflect the diversity of customers who make 
top executives and their investors wealthy. Interestingly, companies with the 
greatest percentage of women directors on their boards on average have a 
significantly higher return rate on invested capital.72
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An even more troubling issue with the lack of diversity in these high tech 
and Internet firms, and thus in their everyday decision-making, is that they 
are on the leading edge of a technological revolution that is reshaping mil-
lions of lives, young and old, and helping to create more unequal societies 
globally. A recent book by Robert McChesney and John Nichols suggests 
that this automation revolution is soon to hit most countries even harder:

Unemployment will spike as new technologies replace labor in the 
manufacturing, service, and professional sectors of an economy that 
is already struggling. The end of work as we know it will hit at the 
worst moment imaginable: as capitalism fosters permanent stagna-
tion, when the labor market is in decrepit shape, with declining wages, 
expanding poverty, and scorching inequality.73

Some analysts seem to think the greatest danger here is to manufacturing 
jobs, but numerous technological developments in the robotics, artificial 
intelligence, and computing power areas already suggest that a substantial 
array of white-collar jobs are in danger, including many clerical, consumer 
service, and professional jobs that involve routinized tasks.74 However, also 
missing in discussions of the impact of new technologies is who controls 
them. Under oligopolistic capitalism the decision-makers are still mostly 
elite white men. In our final chapter we will return briefly to the related 
issue raised by analysts of the possible worker-liberation effects of this new 
technology revolution.

Elite Political Dominance

As we discussed earlier, the white “founding fathers” of the United States 
broke with their British overlords using a democratic origins narrative that 
was substantially mythological. In this story, seen clearly in accounts of 
the Declaration of Independence, these mostly anti-democratic white men 
were proclaimed as heroes championing ideals of freedom, equality, and 
democracy. Contrary to this sacred mythology, the U.S. Constitution these 
powerful white men prepared, one that is still the U.S. political and legal 
foundation, did not come close to creating a real people’s democracy where 
most adult Americans had the right to participate substantially and freely 
in major, democratically structured political institutions.

The New Deal and After

Not until the middle of the 19th century did ordinary white men, those with 
modest amounts of property, gain the right to vote in most areas, thereby 
having the opportunity to engage in some important political activities. 
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Even then, white men mostly of affluent backgrounds were the only mem-
bers of the Congress until the Reconstruction era (late 1860s–1870s). 
The United States became more democratic with slavery’s abolition and 
the temporary enfranchisement of black men after that war, but Recon-
struction reforms were soon reduced or eliminated with the rise of legal 
racial segregation. Even later reforms moving in a democratic direction, 
especially in the 1930s New Deal era, did not move the United States to a 
full-fledged democracy. Sociologist Bill Domhoff has challenged pervasive 
notions concerning the supposedly “weak” corporate power and “liberal” 
government expansion from the New Deal to the 1960s. Actually, Presi-
dent Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s (1933–1945) New Deal government was 
in trouble by 1937 and was under even greater corporate control by 1939. 
Since that time, top corporate business executives have very often prevailed 
on key economic matters involving government action—such as in under-
mining labor rights, including the 1935 National Labor Relations Act.75

The New Deal interventions in a depressed U.S. economy often trig-
gered a militantly conservative response. Much of this came from intensely 
racist and powerful white men, many from the South, in Congress. Their 
racist and gendered-racist framing shaped many New Deal decisions. 
They passed legislation guaranteeing these government programs would 
be implemented with aggressive discrimination against black Americans. 
Local officials, usually white men, systematically favored whites over blacks 
in unemployment and other Depression-era programs. Repeatedly, too, 
this systemic racism heavily influenced the free-market actions and goals 
of capitalistic employers. These white businesspeople, heading firms small 
and large, routinely operated out of their own white racial framing and thus 
hired white workers first, no matter how unqualified they were and how 
costly that was for the employers. Ever since, this systemic racial discrim-
ination has continued to regularly trump free-market goals in the imple-
mentation of many employers’ decisions.76

Additionally, in the 1930s some powerful white capitalists created an 
attack organization, the Liberty League, to fight New Deal programs seen 
as limiting their capitalistic operations. Funded by manufacturing, bank-
ing, and other corporate capitalists, this League began politicized attacks on 
the Roosevelt administration as a “dictatorial” threat. The National Associ-
ation of Manufacturers also became a major player in political assaults on 
New Deal reforms. Expanding unions and enhanced worker rights were 
major targets. Some company executives stockpiled weapons to fight a 
feared uprising of workers. Some in a reactionary wing of the elite actually 
plotted to violently overthrow the Roosevelt administration. The era’s very 
conservative political-economic organizations, all led by white men, laid 
the groundwork for later expansion of conservative political movements, 
to the present day.77
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After significant expansion in government programs for ordinary Amer-
icans from the Franklin Roosevelt era of the 1930s–1940s to the Lyndon 
Johnson era of the 1960s, over the subsequent 1970s and 1980s the federal 
government and the major political parties became generally more con-
servative and tilted toward corporate interests and away from support of 
expanding social support programs. Many have termed this the corporate- 
shaped right turn in U.S. politics. Not only was there less support for govern-
ment programs for ordinary Americans, but moderately liberal Democratic 
officials such as President Jimmy Carter (1977–1981) got less congressio-
nal support for new domestic programs. Conservative pressures resulted in 
yet more support for military expenditures and related intervention over-
seas, usually to the benefit of profit-seeking corporate executives and often 
exemplifying an aggressive display of age-old white “tough-guy” manhood 
internationally.78

For decades, military-related federal expenditures and arms production 
have been significant areas of government economic intervention. Numerous 
scholars and a few political leaders, including President Dwight Eisenhower 
as early as the 1950s, have warned of the negative impact of this still-huge 
military-industrial complex.79 Given close ties to conservative corporate 
elites, since the 1960s the Republican Party has taken up the political plat-
form of increased military expenditures, cutbacks in domestic social spend-
ing, and corporate tax cuts. In contrast, the Democratic Party has become 
a party of oscillating political-economic goals, sometimes supporting mul-
tinational capitalists’ interests, but at other times working for significant 
employment and other social programs for ordinary Americans.80

From the beginning, major U.S. institutions have been shaped and gov-
erned at the top by a white ruling elite and its immediate implementing 
acolytes. This has been true for the capitalistic economy and major politi-
cal institutions—in spite of the “freedom, liberty, and justice” rhetoric that 
tries to cover up great economic and other social inequalities. Since the 
17th century, successive oligarchical regimes have created, maintained, 
and/or extended very inegalitarian economic, political, and educational 
institutions.81

Undemocratic Governance for Centuries

Because this country’s leading white founders wished it to be so, the U.S. 
Senate is an undemocratic political institution set up to protect their gen-
der, racial, and class interests. Said to be the “brains” behind the U.S. Con-
stitution, a fearful James Madison noted that this Senate would protect 
ordinary Americans “against the transient impressions into which they 
themselves might be led.”82 The Constitution specifies two senators per 
state, an anti-democratic provision that created a Senate in which people 
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in a sparsely populated state (e.g., Wyoming) get the same numerical repre-
sentation as those in a far more populous state (e.g., California). Noting this 
reality, scholars Winters and Page have pointed out that Senate elections in 
small states are frequently swamped with cash from outside organizations 
and “often result in victories by multi-millionaire candidates (or candidates 
backed by multi-millionaires), who are likely—consciously or not—to have 
special sympathy for the views of the wealthiest Americans.”83 Addition-
ally, the Constitution provides these powerful senators with six-year terms, 
much longer than for representatives in the more democratically structured 
U.S. House of Representatives.

Additionally, the influential white men who made the U.S. Constitution 
gave senators extraordinary decision-making power on key government 
matters, including the sole power to ratify treaties and approve major court 
appointments. For centuries the undemocratic Senate has played a central 
role in protecting the economic, political, and other social interests of pow-
erful white men. For instance, for the 80 percent of U.S. history that was 
slavery and Jim Crow segregation, just two dozen or so southern senators 
manipulated anti-democratic Senate rules to kill almost all anti-slavery leg-
islation in the 19th century and, later on, almost all significant civil rights 
legislation until the 1960s. Thus, the “Constitution’s fundamental arrange-
ments of federalism and separation of powers provide multiple veto points 
at which any serious threat to an oligarchy-friendly status quo can be 
blocked.”84 Moreover, until 1868 all members of Congress were white men, 
and until 1916 all were men. A substantial majority of U.S. adults had little 
or no real representation in Congress for much of U.S. history. Clearly, the 
congressional structure has not been one of truly representative democracy.

Undemocratic Governance Today

A key part of elite control of the political system is that a majority of elected 
politicians to major state and federal offices come from the most affluent 
and powerful 10  percent of Americans. Most members of Congress have 
significant business or professional backgrounds; most head affluent-to-rich 
families. Most are members of the top elite or are in the associated strata 
just below. From the beginning, affluent white men have constituted almost 
all of the top political leadership positions, including in the White House 
and Congress. Most recently, rare exceptions have included the examples 
of President Barack Obama (2009–2017) and House Speaker Nancy Pelosi 
(2003–2007). Yet, even Obama had to have strong backing from segments of 
the country’s mostly white and male elite. Without that backing, he could not 
have become president.85 Today, powerful whites still overwhelmingly dom-
inate major political institutions. A consideration of the 114th U.S. Congress 
(2015–2017) brings vibrancy to the point of white male dominance. It was 
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mostly white and 80 percent male. In fact, while white men make up a sta-
tistical minority (about 31 percent) of the population, they currently hold 
65 percent of elected offices in the United States.  They are about 84 percent 
of mayors in the largest 100 cities, about three quarters of state legislators 
and governors, nearly 70 percent of U.S. circuit court judges, and 87 per-
cent of major police officials. In addition, in the United States most law 
cases are tried at the state level, where about 10,000 judges try 90 percent of 
cases. Whites make up 80 percent of these judges, and white men alone are 
a significant majority. Clearly, the latter possess far more political and legal 
power than Americans of color and white women, taken together.86

Consider the great implications of the lack of representation for just 
women in cities. Nowadays only a fifth of cities with populations over 
30,000 are governed by female mayors. Just 30 percent of council members 
in major metropolises are women. They are also inadequately represented 
in most public planning agencies and most private architectural and real 
estate development agencies, particularly at upper levels of decision-making.  
The local white male political-economic establishments mostly ignore many  
of local women’s everyday needs, even exposing them to preventable risks 
of urban violence and other discrimination in public spaces. Decisions 
regarding urban accessibility issues and zoning for housing and transpor-
tation design often fail to take into account certain requirements of women 
or people of color. As a result, for example, many women feel very unsafe 
in venturing into the streets after dusk. Indeed, cities at night are frequently 
“cities of men.” Day and night, urban socio-spatial design generally com-
municates the influence and control that powerful white men have over the 
gendered and racialized others in terms of city governance and planning, 
and thus over daily urban life patterns. Cities are often used differently by 
white women and people of color than by most white men. For example, 
men and women of color are more likely to live in poverty than white men, 
and they have different needs; they frequently have different transportation 
requirements resulting from the combined requirements of low-paid work 
and domestic duties. This means that the cities of and for white men func-
tion poorly for a great many women and men of color, as well as often for 
white women.

Consider too that, since the beginning, the incomes and wealth of mem-
bers of Congress have been far above average. Those elected to Congress 
have mostly shared the conditions of the upper 5 percent or so of U.S. indi-
viduals and families in terms of economic security, wealth, and investments. 
In 2014 the median net worth for lawmakers in the House and Senate was 
more than $1 million. More than half of the members of the House and 
Senate, who determine laws regarding how affluent and wealthy Americans 
are taxed, were millionaires in terms of assets.87 When their total financial 
assets were pooled for just one year (2013), they were collectively worth 
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about $4.3 billion, a 10 percent increase from the year before. This was the 
equivalent to the wealth of about 76,000 average U.S. households.88 Unsur-
prisingly, most members of Congress also have intimate links to the cap-
italistic economy. In a recent year their most prevalent investment was 
real estate holdings—with an estimated value between $357  million and 
$1.2 billion. The securities and banking sectors drew the greatest congres-
sional investments after real estate.89

Even the election of historically atypical political officials, such as a few 
white women and people of color, does not necessarily weaken the hold of 
elite white men as a group on government. Consider the administration 
of President Barack Obama (2009–2017). With some major exceptions, he 
appointed members of the established white elite to the majority of very 
top administration positions. Most had served in previous presidential 
administrations and/or corporate positions. A substantial majority in tradi-
tional cabinet positions were white; most were from very affluent or wealthy 
backgrounds.90 Unsurprisingly, thus, on most important economic issues, 
Obama opted for numerous centrist policies. Princeton professor Cornel 
West, a leading black intellectual, argued harshly that Obama had become 
little more than a “puppet of corporate plutocrats.”91 In addition, sociologist 
Michael Dyson has documented how Obama mostly catered to white opin-
ion in speeches on racial matters. He was more likely to accent individual 
black responsibilities for socioeconomic difficulties than the systemic white 
racism that routinely creates or exacerbates those life challenges.92 In the 
elite-white-male dominance system it is difficult for a particular political 
(or corporate) official, especially one not white and male, to stray far from 
a societal framing acceptable to the ruling white elite, or at least one major 
faction within it. Operating in well-established organizational settings they 
must, almost always, conform to the white male normative structure there.

Unsurprisingly, prominent white men effectively control numerous other 
sociopolitical institutions. In recent years an estimated 11,000 or more 
political lobbyists, the majority white, have been registered to lobby Con-
gress and government agencies. Most powerful lobbyists are white men. 
The growth in lobbyists has been dramatic. Only five registered lobbyists 
worked for large-scale corporations for every one of the 535 members of 
Congress in 1970. Currently, there are about 22 such lobbyists for every con-
gressperson.93 Over a recent decade, lobbying firms and agencies have spent 
an estimated $1.6–$3.5 billion annually to persuade members of Congress 
and the heads of important government agencies to act in the interest of 
corporations and other economic organizations they represent. These are 
the officially recorded dollars, yet much more is spent in unrecorded ways. 
Those groups and companies that spent the most on this government lobby-
ing between 1998 and 2010 were, with one exception, linked to major cor-
porations and corporate associations.94 There is also the infamous “revolving 
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door,” the process in which members of Congress and other important fed-
eral government employees—again, mostly white men—are employed by 
lobbying firms and groups, and other large corporations or business think 
tanks, after their employment in government (see Chapter 5).95

Moreover, since the late 1970s those who directly advise elected and other 
government officials have grown in number and shifted significantly in a 
more conservative direction. Until that time, a majority of outside experts 
frequently consulted by government and media officials came from centrist 
or moderately conservative think tanks. Yet, in recent decades they have 
increasingly been countered or displaced as very wealthy business conser-
vatives began to substantially fund an array of right-wing think tanks. These 
very conservative organizations have been able, usually with the collabo-
ration of friendly media executives, to place numerous right-wing experts 
into media and other public discussions. These organizations have thereby 
significantly shaped the information, and much misinformation, available 
to the public on major societal issues.96

Still, as of 2016–2017, there were signs in a few states of coming polit-
ical change. In the most racially diverse state (California), where whites 
are a demographic minority, a 2016 candidate with African American and 
Asian-Indian American ancestry, Kamala Harris, won a U.S. Senate seat. 
Additionally, Obama’s 2009–2017 presidency is assumed by many to fore-
shadow a time when racially diverse voters will be reflected in the more 
representative faces of Democratic politicians. However, in spite of Obama, 
the Democratic Party’s top elected officials in early 2017 were still notice-
ably white and primarily men.97

Political Gatekeepers: Economic Dominance

Most major elections are substantially controlled, directly or indirectly, by 
powerful corporate executives and other wealthy Americans. These elec-
tion contests are nowhere close to the ideal of real political democracy. In 
the case of both major U.S. political parties, disproportionately white top 
officials often operate as allies of elite wealthy backers. As noted previously, 
many leading politicians are from major business sectors. As we have also 
noted, the important state and national candidates who are elected from the 
major parties, as well as those appointed to top government positions, gen-
erally come from the elite or near-elite sectors of the population. As a group, 
they are certainly not representative of the general population.98

As a result, for many decades the major political parties have adopted 
economic and related policies that are mostly in line with the economic 
interests of the elite white men who have had the greatest influence over 
the economy. Given the capitalistic context, the Democratic Party and the 
Republican Party have generally operated as variations of one dominant 
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“property party.” Their top leaders are not just interested in their ordinary 
voters turning out, but are often very concerned with building up party 
power by getting major funding and other resource support from major 
“political investors,” especially those connected to large capitalistic firms.

When major business blocs differ on important government policies 
because of differing economic and other social interests, the political parties 
commonly associated with those blocs also often differ in their approach to 
those policies. Economic blocs contribute substantially to party campaigns 
and hire effective lobbyists—and thereby seek to shape major party policies 
and, ultimately, the decisions of their elected officials. Frequent linkage of 
party policies to major capitalistic blocs has been highlighted in an invest-
ment theory of politics developed by political scientists Thomas Ferguson 
and Joel Rogers. Over long centuries, the U.S. economy has periodically 
changed in terms of which business blocs have had the greatest economic 
and political influence. The white owners and executives who mostly have 
led the companies in these major blocs have sometimes shifted political 
allegiances from one party to the other depending on their particular busi-
ness needs and related concerns.99 Additionally, on some government policy 
issues, especially on those not central to business profitmaking, the power 
elite does sometimes split into a conservative faction and a moderate fac-
tion. Those in this moderate faction—together with a small liberal faction— 
have periodically been more supportive of some reduction in class inequal-
ities and increases in certain social and political rights (e.g., expanding 
LGBTQ rights) of ordinary Americans.

Most members of Congress, most top staff members, and most influen-
tial lobbyists are members of either the white elite or the affluent enabling 
class just below the elite. Most seek to foster the political-economic interests 
of well-off Americans. For instance, although national surveys reveal a sub-
stantial majority of Americans favor tax increases for the rich in order to 
deal with problems like government budget deficits, such liberal views often 
have little impact on congressional actions in regard to these tax and budget 
matters. The reason is simple: the congressional decision-makers usually 
pay much more attention to the views of the country’s elite.100 Unsurpris-
ingly, the upper 1 to 5 percent of Americans in political-economic power 
and wealth very disproportionately influence congressional decision- 
making on issues of major concern to them. One research examination of 
voting records of U.S. senators found that they were far more responsive 
to views of very “affluent constituents than to the opinions of middle-class 
constituents” and, most strikingly, that the views of “constituents in the bot-
tom third of the income distribution have no apparent statistical effect on 
their senators’ roll call votes.”101 If well-off voters, especially white voters, 
favor or oppose an important government policy, their views are far more 
likely to prevail.
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Another group of researchers set out to examine the political actions of 
wealthy Chicagoans, who averaged annual incomes of more than 1 million 
dollars and whose median wealth was 7.5 million dollars. More than two-
thirds had contributed substantial money to political campaigns, as com-
pared with just 14  percent of the general population. Over half reported 
having specific and recent personal contacts with senators, representatives, 
and other important political officials about government policy issues. 
Unsurprisingly, they were usually much more conservative than the gen-
eral public on issues of business regulation, taxes, and social programs. They 
reported seeking their own socioeconomic interests in being active polit-
ically. The researchers concluded that their “distinctive policy preferences 
may help account for why certain public policies in the United States appear 
to deviate from what the majority of US citizens wants the government to 
do,” and that this certainly “raises serious issues for democratic theory,” both 
serious understatements about the significance of their disturbing findings.102

Moreover, even though privileged whites, especially white men, have been 
contributing to political campaigns for many decades in attempts to make 
their presence felt in politics, more recent Supreme Court decisions have 
unlocked fresh paths for unrestricted political giving. Consider the Court’s 
2010 decision Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission. This ruling in 
favor of a conservative nonprofit organization freed such groups to use huge 
amounts of corporate and other elite funds to organize political campaigns. As 
a direct consequence, of all the traceable money donated to candidates during 
the 2012 presidential election, 28 percent came from just 31,385 individuals in 
the U.S. population. For instance, Sheldon and Miriam Adelson, a very wealthy 
and conservative husband-and-wife team, who are foes of labor unions and 
the Democratic Party generally, contributed $97 million themselves.103

Then, soon after the Supreme Court’s contentious 2014 McCutcheon vs. 
Federal Election Commission decision, talk again turned to the exclusive 
group of campaign donors who unleashed a flood of money into a polit-
ical structure already overflowing with large donations from moneyed 
interests. The very wealthy have thus come to further dominate among the 
mega-donors to important political campaigns.104 The political influence of 
the predominantly white and male elite has spread, as signified by a vastly 
unbalanced increase in their political donations. Nonpartisan organiza-
tions regularly document how a group of ultra-wealthy donors now domi-
nates much of U.S. politics. Most are male. Almost half reside in the richest 
1 percent of urban neighborhoods; fewer than 1 in 50 live in areas with a 
majority of African American or Latino residents. In most areas we observe 
these wealthy donors dominating political campaigns and institutions.105

Another indication of elite political influence is the fact that funds 
from the most generous backers have contributed greatly to the election of 
almost all successful congressional candidates. Indeed, “84 percent of those 
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elected in 2012 took more money from these 1% of the 1% donors than 
they did from all of their small donors (individuals who gave $200 or less) 
combined.”106 The idiom “money talks” has never been more fitting for the 
U.S. political scene. However, it is still rare for most of these white, male, 
and ultra-wealthy people to be explicitly named and seriously analyzed in 
mainstream media accounts—doubtless, because they also have significant 
input into, or influence over, much of the mainstream media.

These huge money contribution numbers are very significant in shap-
ing the everyday operations of the U.S. government. Recall that elite and 
ordinary Americans are often poles apart when it comes to certain polit-
ical priorities, especially regarding government social support programs. 
When they differ on such policy issues, most elected officials have been 
found to side with the dominating elite much of the time. For genera-
tions now, this has generally been the case throughout all U.S. presidential 
administrations.107

Wealthy White Political Funders Today

To truly understand the impact of mega-donors on the political landscape, 
one can follow the money trail. In regard to candidate-specific political 
advertisements alone, the billionaire brothers Charles and David Koch, 
among the richest men on the planet, raised and distributed $400 million 
during the 2012 elections and another $53.5 million for the 2014 elections. 
Most went into political issue ads. The expressed aim is to convey a message 
about a public issue without directly encouraging voters to take explicit 
action. Despite such rationales, conservative groups spending huge dollars 
on these ads aggressively endeavor to sway voters to actively work and vote 
for conservative causes and candidates. At one benefactor’s conference, a 
Koch official explained that advocacy ads reduce the popularity among vot-
ers of political candidates the Koch group opposes.108

The billionaire Sheldon Adelson spent nearly $100 million in an attempt 
to ensure that the White House would not be returned to President Obama 
in 2012. Adelson’s disappointment with his political investment did not 
stop prospective Republican presidential candidates in later elections from 
trying to win him over, and Adelson periodically announced his desire to 
bankroll more of them.109 Harold Simmons is another white political “inves-
tor” who spent much money to secure influence in Washington. During just 
one recent presidential election he contributed in excess of $25 million to 
Republican super PACs, the latter a kind of political action committee cre-
ated after the elite-favorable outcome of a federal court case.110

By the conclusion of the 2012 presidential electoral cycle, this dark 
money—so called because it is not included in federal disclosure rules—
skyrocketed, reaching at least $400 million, a huge increase from the 2010 
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election. These funds were mostly earmarked for electoral and issue adver-
tising. Dark money dominated again during the 2014 and 2016 electoral 
cycles.111 A New York Times editorial observed that the U.S. Senate was 
elected, as of 2014, in the “greatest wave of secret, special-interest money 
ever raised in a congressional election.” Calling much defense of these unre-
stricted clandestine campaign expenditures “phony free speech,” the edito-
rial described the dark money that dirtied that electoral cycle, including the 
many super PACs established for political candidates to side-step federal 
restrictions and permit wealthy donors to back individual candidates with 
huge contributions.112 Striking also is the fact that this subterranean money 
has gone very disproportionately to Republican Party candidates. Still, non-
profit groups associated with the Democratic Party did contribute much 
more modest sums (about $27  million) during the 2014 electoral cycle. 
This massive and usually hidden political funding, often defended as a type 
of “free speech,” actually results in a silencing of much necessary political 
speech, especially of the views of those who cannot compete money-wise 
with the powerful white elite for mainstream media airtime.

Throughout the data for these and later elections we observe the enor-
mous U.S. political influence that comes with giving hundreds of millions to 
disproportionately conservative political candidates. Occasionally, wealthy 
donors receive ambassadorships and other plum political appointments in 
return for their “generosity.” Far more common, however, is the bounty that 
comes with having an elected official more or less in one’s pocket. An offi-
cial of the Campaign Legal Center, which works on campaign finance, has 
explained the major problem:

[We] would like to see an American democracy that is truly demo-
cratic that reflects the vast diversity of our country.  .  .  . When you 
look at who’s contributing to bankroll the system, we are seeing an 
overwhelmingly white and male and wealthy donor base that doesn’t 
look [like] the America I live in.113

An Undemocratic Supreme Court

Consider another undemocratic institution created by the powerful white 
founders—the U.S. Supreme Court. This high court was set up, intention-
ally, to be an unelected political body with little democratic overview. In 
an early Court decision (Marbury v. Madison), the unelected white male 
justices by themselves decided the Court had the power to decide whether 
congressional legislation is constitutional.114 Unlike other western coun-
tries, the Court can in effect legislate without the consent of the legislative 
branch, yet the latter’s actions can be overturned by a judicial veto involving 
only five members of this unelected judicial elite. The Court has vetoed 
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congressional legislation two dozen times as unconstitutional, and in many 
other cases interpreted (often, distorted) the laws in the interest of a seg-
ment of the ruling elite.115 Consider, too, that from the 1790s to the 1950s, 
most of this country’s history, an all-white-male Court protected the slavery 
and Jim Crow systems of racial oppression. More recently, especially since 
the Richard Nixon era (1969–1974), a conservative Court majority has 
weakened federally protected civil rights that were enshrined in the 1960s 
civil rights laws and knocked down moderate affirmative action programs 
that seek to eliminate the effects of past and persisting racial and gender 
discrimination.116

As of this writing, just 112 Americans, 108 men and 4 women, have ever 
served on this high court. About 97  percent have been white, and those 
mostly white men. Given this extremely skewed demographic composition, 
the historical and current dominance of sexist framing and white racial 
framing in many Court decisions, and thus in much law, is unsurprising. 
Significantly, after President Barack Obama’s appointments of Supreme 
Court Justices Sonia Sotomayor and Elena Kagan, many white media 
pundits and other analysts boasted that the Supreme Court was the most 
diverse ever—with three of nine justices being women and one a black man 
(Clarence Thomas). However, Justice Thomas was intentionally appointed 
by a Republican president (George H. W. Bush) because he was a rare black 
conservative and would not represent black majority views on most dis-
crimination issues before the Court. Thomas has delivered on that expecta-
tion, such as by voting against racial desegregation efforts of great concern 
to most African Americans. Indeed, a significant social science literature 
exists on the ways in which some people of color aggressively adopt ele-
ments of the dominant white racist framing, often to the harm of commu-
nities of color.117 Justice Thomas appears to be a major example of how the 
dominant white elite has worked, directly or indirectly, to control much of 
the thinking of Americans, including many people of color, on racial, gen-
der, and class issues—especially on issues where they seek to maintain the 
societal status quo in their favor.

Judge Antonin Scalia: The Power of One White Man

Long gone are the powerful white male slaveholders, ministers, and pub-
lishers of pro-slavery publications who cited biblical patriarchs as examples 
of their God-ordained patriarchal, racial, and class legitimacy. Neverthe-
less, members of today’s white male elite still regularly raise themselves to 
almost godlike stature in societies like the United States. These white men 
are indeed part of a powerful societal system, for their substantial power 
comes both from their elite family and other social networks and from 
powerful institutional positions they hold.
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The elite’s societal power often appears transcendent, for in death they 
can still greatly shape a society, still affecting those they considered below 
them in status. Consider the major example of the late Supreme Court jus-
tice Antonin Scalia (serving 1986–2016), an arch-conservative white man. 
With his demise in 2016, progressive causes seemed to benefit. If he had 
lived a little longer, a major ruling against public workers’ union dues by 
the then-conservative-controlled Supreme Court would have likely devas-
tated the public union movement. Instead, the court’s 4–4 tie meant that an 
earlier pro-union ruling by a lower court was decisive.118 Other rulings that 
would have been decided by 5–4 conservative margins also ended up as ties, 
and more progressive decisions by lower courts stood. Scalia’s death favor-
ably impacted cases about legislative redistricting, making it more difficult 
for conservative state legislators “to redraw districts to favor white, rural, 
Republican voters.”119 Another tied Court ruling was likewise a triumph for 
women’s health. Scalia symbolizes how the elite firmly positions itself at the 
political helm of the overarching elite-white-male dominance system and 
its major subsystems.

Additionally, conservative members of the white elite, mainly in the 
Republican Party, tried to determine Scalia’s judicial successor, aggressively 
arguing against President Barack Obama making a Supreme Court nomi-
nation. Interestingly, even the deceased Scalia was part of this effort. In an 
interview before his death, he named another white conservative as his pre-
ferred heir apparent.120 Like the powerful white men who uncompromis-
ingly perpetuated the gendered-racist hierarchy long ago, Scalia dedicated 
his life (and death) to ensuring that the same social order, with moneyed 
white heterosexual men highest on the ladder of human beings, would long 
endure.

Scalia and his conservative male judicial brethren put into place con-
sidered plans to protect their vision of U.S. society in the aforementioned 
Supreme Court decisions, most especially the 2010 Citizens United decision. 
That ruling mostly eliminated federal and state legislative efforts to regulate 
the huge election expenditures of corporations and other powerful groups 
for political advertising.121 This far-reaching decision followed the election 
of an African American president and came at a time when voters of color 
were becoming more influential. As sociologist Glenn Bracey has noted, the 
“combination of black and brown leadership, increased black and brown vot-
ing activity, decreased white voting potential, and sufficient noncorporate  
funding pools for campaigns was a new threat to which whites were com-
pelled to respond immediately.”122 Most whites appear to believe they will 
lose political and racial dominance as they become a statistical minority 
(see Chapter 8). Indeed, since the Richard Nixon administration, the inten-
tional packing of the Supreme Court by Republican presidents with con-
servative judges has provided important votes for anti-democratic Court 
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decisions. A key justice in this effort, Scalia recognized what a more lib-
eral court meant. As one social scientist summarized, “A more liberal court 
could overturn Citizens United, restore voting rights and workers’ rights, 
protect women’s right to abortion, allow the president to address climate 
change, keep affirmative action in jobs and education, and deliver many 
other important rulings.”123

The Supreme Court Echo Chamber: Male Dominance

Since the Obama judicial appointments noted above, the Supreme Court 
has been more inclusive than the powerful lawyers who argue directly 
before it. Little known to the public, an exclusive cadre of mostly white 
male lawyers is considered elite because their Supreme Court appeals are 
far more likely to be accepted than all others filed. One study noted that for 
the period 2004–2012 just 66 such lawyers accounted for less than 1 percent 
of lawyers who filed appeals, yet were engaged in 43 percent of cases heard. 
Some 63 of the 66 elite lawyers were white, and 58 were men. Many had elite 
network connections, such as formerly clerking for a Supreme Court justice 
or holding prominent posts in the Office of the Solicitor General. Moreover, 
most primarily represented corporate interests.124

White male lawyers often enjoy great societal privileges. In 2013, for 
instance, mostly white male lawyers appeared before the Court. Among 
the few lawyers of color who appeared before the Court in that 2004–2012 
period was Neal Katyal. Born to Asian Indian immigrants, Katyal was just 
one of three top 66 lawyers who was not white. Still, he is male and was 
supported by powerful white male mentors and worked under several fed-
eral justices and as deputy solicitor general. Finally, like the majority of 
these top lawyers, he is in the business of protecting corporations and their 
interests.125

Some legal authorities insist that such dependence on a few legal special-
ists, who mostly advocate for corporations, has transformed the Court into 
an echo chamber where an exclusive corporate-oriented group of jurists are 
intimately linked to a select group of top business lawyers. The two groups 
collectively reinforce narrow notions of how laws should be interpreted. 
In exclusive interviews with Reuters news agency, a majority of the eight 
justices interviewed did indicate that racial or gender diversity among legal 
counsels is not a priority and that such “efficient” legal representation best 
serves the interests of the U.S. legal system.126 Nonetheless, the evidence 
suggests that this echo chamber is real and, conspicuously, antidemocratic. 
Lawyers who become sufficiently elite-networked to present cases before 
the high Court enjoy numerous litigative and access advantages that most 
lawyers and their clients do not enjoy.
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Unsurprisingly, thus, leanings toward corporate interests have been obvi-
ous under the Supreme Court headed by Chief Justice John Roberts. Con-
sumer, environmental, and union groups have had great difficulty getting 
legal appeals before the Court. The aforementioned elite lawyers have been 
three times more likely to petition the Court on behalf of businesses than 
for these groups. In one nine-year period (2005–2014), the Roberts Court 
ruled for business parties 60 percent of the time, a significantly greater per-
centage than for the previous Court headed by William Rehnquist.127

Some justices have argued that the corporate bias resides not in them, but 
in the nature of modern-day litigation. More business patent and property 
cases, as well as government regulatory issues, are coming before the Court. 
Additionally, some justices have argued that there are capable legal advo-
cates who do defend individuals against corporations. However, in making 
this latter argument they tend to mention only two major attorneys, one of 
whom has pointed out that they are not a realistic alternative to powerful 
corporate law firms.128 Thus, numerous critics see these common attempts 
to defend the corporate-centered Court as mainly justifications concealing 
white-run corporations’ great and persisting legal power.

We have already underscored the distinctive U.S. emphasis on protect-
ing property, especially that of wealthy property holders, since the making 
of the Constitution. By 1819, the U.S. Supreme Court had created a legal 
status for U.S. corporations. Over the subsequent decades the all-white-
male Court took historic steps to advance the legal status of the corpora-
tion above what had existed in previous Anglo American law. In so doing, 
the Court sowed the seeds for a reduction in government sovereignty over 
these corporations, thereby helping businesses become more impervious to 
government regulation. Over the course of a century, corporations—and 
thus the executives at their helms—acquired numerous new constitutional 
“rights” as a consequence of Supreme Court decisions, including actually 
being considered legal “persons.”129

By the end of the Civil War it was clear that corporations were often pow-
erful organizations with legitimate hierarchical structures; major decisions 
were made by top, usually white male, executives, with lesser decision-making  
as one moved down the corporate hierarchy. In 1864, even President Abra-
ham Lincoln, earlier a railroad company lawyer, wrote of his fear of the 
growing power of corporate executives and the corporations they led:

As a result of the war, corporations have been enthroned and an era 
of corruption in high places will follow, and the money power of the 
country will endeavor to prolong its reign by working upon the prej-
udices of the people until all wealth is aggregated in a few hands and 
the Republic is destroyed.130
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Since that time, presidents, other top administration officials, and mem-
bers of Congress have been intensively involved with the problems of corpo-
rations, in the United States and across the globe. On a recurring basis, the 
executive and congressional branches of the U.S. government have assisted 
particular firms and also bailed out the white-run corporate economy when 
in economic predicaments. Such undemocratic intervention is sought and 
won by elite business interests, even though it limits government actions 
that can be taken for non-elite Americans.131

Other Powerful Legal Officials: Mostly White Men

We should note the racial and gender bias in other parts of the legal system. 
Few judges at most levels are people of color. Many white judges appear to 
have little understanding of the lives of those Americans, especially working 
class people of color, that they frequently face in courtrooms. Additionally, 
one study found the overwhelming majority (95  percent) of elected U.S. 
prosecutors are white, and 79 percent are white men. (White men are less 
than a third of the population.) Indeed, across the country only 4 percent 
of elected prosecutors are men of color, and a mere 1 percent are women 
of color. A substantial majority of the states that elect prosecutors have no 
African Americans in such positions. These figures underscore the dearth 
of racial and gender diversity among those entrusted to bring criminal 
charges and help confer prison sentences. These important justice system 
officials substantially control who gets tried, how trials proceed, and often 
what the punishment will be. Brenda Carter, who led this study, summed 
up the issue: “We have a system where incredible power and discretion is 
concentrated in the hands of one demographic group.”132

Yet again, the vague “one demographic group” phrasing refers to mostly 
powerful white men. In contrast, the majority of those arrestees processed 
by them in the justice system typically do not come from their racial or 
socioeconomic backgrounds. Indeed, research has shown that arrestees of 
color are frequently described in court proceedings and other settings by 
these mostly white criminal justice system officials—prosecutors, judges, 
and others—in quite inhumane and overtly racist terms taken directly from 
the white racial frame.133

A Too-Powerful Chief Executive

As we have seen numerous times already, the elite founders created a 
strong central government that would not be too influenced in major 
decision-making by most of the voting public. Since the founding era, the 
operation of federal and state governments as mostly elite-male-controlled 
in top positions and in making important domestic and foreign policy 
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decisions is what the principal founders sought to create. As of 2017, all 
U.S. presidents but one (Barack Obama) have been white men. None has 
been elected directly by the people, as the undemocratic constitutional insti-
tution called the electoral college actually selects a president. In several U.S. 
presidential elections, including the 2000 election of George W. Bush and 
the 2016 election of Donald Trump, the candidate receiving the most votes 
nationally did not become U.S. president because of the imposition of that 
undemocratic electoral college.134

Most countries with a president allow that official only modest power, 
but in the U.S. case the president has become an extraordinarily powerful 
elected official. As in the corporate world, members of the U.S. political elite 
have decision-making power only because this society has long been struc-
tured to provide the essential levers of that power. The U.S. president’s veto 
of congressional legislation can be overridden only with an unlikely two-
thirds vote of the House and Senate, another feature of the Constitution 
designed to keep government decision-making in the hands of a small elite. 
Over time, too, the executive powers of the president have substantially 
expanded. Together, this strong executive power and an undemocratic Sen-
ate have often provided relatively unrestricted opportunities for that elite to 
aggressively pursue some of its political-economic interests nationally and 
globally. For example, the oligarchical structure of elite president plus elite 
Senate has long provided much support for imperialistic U.S. expansion 
globally.135 In addition, since the country’s founding, U.S. presidents, other 
top executive officials, and members of Congress have had to get substan-
tially involved in numerous national and international crises faced overseas 
by U.S. corporations. Critical economic decisions made by top government 
officials in regard to “taxation, central bank operations, debt management, 
banking, trade and tariffs, and financial rescues or bailouts” have regularly 
increased or protected economic wealth, especially that of wealthy whites.136 
Every so often, too, the federal executive and congressional branches have 
had to bail out the U.S. economy and numerous corporations in the recurring 
economic crises the latter often create, such as in the destructive 2007–2009 
 Great Recession.

Elite Educational Dominance

College Presidents and Faculty: Much Cloning of White Men

Historically, the U.S. educational system has been run by powerful white 
men. In the 1980s the typical college president was a middle-aged white 
man, Protestant, and married. Twenty-five years later that demographic 
profile remained mostly intact. In one recent period the racial diversity in 
top educational positions declined—from 14 percent in 2006 to 13 percent 
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people of color in 2011.137 When educational institutions predominantly 
serving students of color are omitted, the percentage of college presidents 
who were people of color was just 9 percent in both years. Today, white men, 
usually from higher social status backgrounds, continue to dominate the top 
jobs, despite the growing diversity of students on many campuses. Women 
of all backgrounds (but disproportionately white) make up just 30 percent 
of chief executives, although women students are currently about 60 per-
cent of college undergraduates. Among other major college administrators, 
most are also white and disproportionately male.138

This persistence of powerful white men at the top of most university 
hierarchies has great educational significance. They and their immediate 
assistants have long controlled much of how colleges and universities are 
structured and operated over time—including staffing, curricula, grad-
uate requirements, and other regulations—and with numerous broad 
consequences. According to a recent report, of the 1.5  million full-time 
instructional faculty in degree-granting postsecondary institutions, about 
44  percent are white men, 35  percent are white women, 6  percent are 
black, 4 percent are Latino, 9 percent are Asian or Pacific Islander, and less 
than 1 percent are American Indian, Alaska Native, or multiracial. Among 
full-time professors, moreover, the majority are white men and just one- 
quarter are white women; these are the more secure and influential faculty 
members.139

Recent research on Brown University (in the Ivy League) offers insights 
into the dominance of white faculty, especially on campus climates. White 
students there outnumbered students of color, and there were ten times as 
many white faculty as faculty of color. Brown’s students of color felt they were 
at a disadvantage as they toiled to find supportive mentors who understood 
their difficult experiences in a mainly white learning environment. They 
reported problems in lecture sessions, including white faculty members’ 
avoidance of important racial issues and unawareness of their own white 
racial framing. In contrast, the significantly underrepresented faculty of 
color were described as essential enablers of students of color.140 This dearth 
of faculty of color is also a great loss to white students, who miss out on their 
societal perspectives. As an African American colleague recently told us, the 
lack of racial diversity in students and faculty results in higher-level admin-
istrators more easily sweeping their institution’s “racist legacies, as well as 
recent and recurring racist incidents, under the proverbial rug.”141

These commonplace data on the lack of diversity at historically white 
institutions may shed light on why Saida Grundy, an African Ameri-
can professor at Boston University, was met with intense white hostility 
there. In 2015, after racist chants of fraternity brothers at that university’s 
Sigma Alpha Epsilon (SAE) came to light, Grundy went to social media 
to explicitly call out “white college age males” as a “problem population.” 
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Unsurprisingly, an aggressive white backlash ensued.142 A petition appeared 
calling for her dismissal because her “radical idealism” produced a “coun-
terproductive learning environment.” Yet another petition in defense of her 
“right to express her views as an individual” also materialized.143 That peti-
tion opposed assertions that her comments were “racist,” explaining that 
she “as a sociologist, recognizes that racism is a system of oppression in 
which people of color are denied political, economic, and social power. . . . 
Calling Professor Grundy’s tweets racist minimizes the very real effects of 
racism for people of color in the U.S.”144 Indeed, for some years now, social 
science research has shown that many college students tend to consider 
white male heterosexual professors more “objective” than faculty of color, 
women faculty, or LGBTQ faculty.145

Grooming Young White Men: Dominant Racial Framers

Beyond lecture halls an unsettling pattern of grooming affluent young white 
men as racial framers and discriminators is apparent on most college cam-
puses. For example, in 2015 the University of Oklahoma’s own Sigma Alpha 
Epsilon (SAE) fraternity made disturbing headlines. White fraternity broth-
ers chanted that they would never include a black male student and referred 
to lynching a black person. When the incident made national headlines, 
SAE’s national president claimed the organization was “not only shocked 
and disappointed but disgusted by the outright display of racism. . . . SAE 
is a diverse organization, and we have zero tolerance for racism or any bad 
behavior.”146 However, a university investigation found that the young men 
had actually learned the racist chant on a leadership cruise sponsored by 
that national SAE organization.

Back in 1856, the founding members of SAE then limited the fraternity 
to the South. One charter member explained that “the constant agitation of 
the slavery question was a barrier to northern chapters, as it would preclude 
the possibility of harmony.”147 The bonds of this white brotherhood seem 
enduring to the present day. In recent years the University of Memphis SAE 
chapter was also investigated after a new member protested racist remarks 
made by fellow members about his black girlfriend. Washington University 
suspended its SAE chapter while probing allegations that pledges partici-
pated in racially offensive behavior, and Clemson University suspended the 
fraternity after white members dressed in shirts displaying racist images at 
a gang-themed “Crip-mas party.”148

The exclusive social networking provided by these fraternities and sim-
ilar white-run organizations is critical to the social integration and rou-
tine perpetuation of elite male dominance. To take another example of 
this, a study of historically exclusive country clubs showed that most con-
tinue as places where overwhelmingly white, male, and well-off members 
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customarily socialize among themselves. In such private fraternity-like set-
tings they exchange important business information, make key contacts, 
and craft significant decisions for their corporations and other important 
organizations. This helps to integrate and sustain the country’s power elite. 
Note too that in most such settings there are now token numbers of white 
women and men and women of color—most of whom have been voted into 
exclusive country clubs relatively recently. Yet, by no means does the pres-
ence of a token number of people who are not high-status white men sig-
nificantly affect how exclusive these social clubs remain, nor does it signal 
a real change in the way they routinely operate and buttress this country’s 
elite-white-male dominance system.149

Higher Education Research: Bias in Private Funding

One reason there is too little critical research on key social issues coming 
out of many colleges and universities has to do in part with how they are 
funded, including by conservative white legislators and private donors. For 
example, the aforementioned white billionaire Koch brothers, among the 
top contributors to conservative causes, give many millions to higher edu-
cation. In one recent year they donated nearly $13 million to 163 colleges 
and universities, with implied or explicit conservative goals. For example, 
when Charles Koch donated $1.5  million to hiring faculty for the eco-
nomics department at Florida State University, his representatives screened 
hires for a program supporting conservative “political economy and free 
enterprise.”150 The Koch foundation reserved the right to revoke funding 
if new hires did not meet conservative objectives. Consider too Virginia’s 
George Mason University. This public university has received more than 
$30 million from one Koch foundation to finance their Mercatus program, 
said to be the “world’s premier university source for market-oriented ideas.” 
Thus, when President George W. Bush named 23 government regulations he 
wanted to jettison, 14 had been originally suggested by Mercatus research-
ers.151 Other wealthy white donors—many conservative and a few liberal— 
run their charitable foundations with the purpose of greatly shaping teach-
ing and research in higher education.

Media Dominance: The Propaganda of Oppression

Ordinary Americans have learned most of what they know about society 
from sources they consider authoritative—parents, other relatives, friends, 
teachers, ministers, and selected media sources. Thereby they learn well the 
established social views—including the dominant gender, racial, and class 
frames that rationalize societal hierarchies. As a result, most think from 
these dominant conceptual frames. They rarely think critically about these 
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frames, but accept what they have inherited from family and other social 
networks or from society’s authority figures. As philosopher Jason Stanley 
has put it, “Even to begin the process of indirect voluntary control over 
belief is clearly an arduous, often life-changing task, one that often involves 
separation from family and community.”152

The mainstream media, especially movies and television and radio net-
works, are important authoritative sources of information for most people. 
Once again, those in control at the top of major media organizations are still 
overwhelmingly white and male. In one recent year Hollywood movie studio 
heads were 94  percent white, and all were male. Their immediate senior 
managers were 92 percent white, and 83 percent male. Similarly, television 
network and studio heads were 96 percent white, and 71 percent male. In 
addition, white men made up almost all the owners of radio and television 
licenses and were the substantial majority of newsroom staffs.153

Today, the media outlets for elite information control include not only 
older radio, film, television, and print media, but also music videos, satel-
lite transmissions, Internet websites, and social media. In recent decades 
the mostly white male controllers of societal information have used these 
increasingly powerful means in their quest for the production and diffusion 
of racist, sexist, and classist ideas, images, and narratives from the domi-
nant racial, gender, and class frames. This dominant group controls much 
essential information, and provides much misinformation, through major 
educational and media conduits. These powerful decision-makers do not 
need to directly control all of society, for they have historically established 
media, educational, and other socialization institutions to help them with 
indirect control. That is, the dominant elite’s leg-men and leg-women in 
these major institutions routinely perpetuate and operate out of the domi-
nant racial, class, and sexist frames.

Using local and national media, the white male establishment normally 
has the ability to shape a mass consensus on numerous elite-generated 
opinions or societal goals. As a result, an apparent majority consensus often 
conveys a false impression of the United States as genuinely democratic. 
Through these influential media, powerful white men and their acolytes fos-
ter much misinformation and shared ignorance in the non-elite population. 
They do this in part by methodically denying the latter access to accurate 
information and analyses that are critical of the society’s major institutions. 
Thus, because of a widespread lack of critical awareness of the country’s 
actual racial, class, and gender realities among ordinary Americans, espe-
cially whites, they can be more easily manipulated in their socio-political 
thinking, framing, and actions.

Today, just a few hundred top executives and heads of corporate boards 
of the largest western media corporations constitute a global media 
elite. Media analyst Noam Chomsky has examined how these powerful 
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executives select and disseminate much information to a global public—
information routinely screened to be in their corporate or political interest. 
Very disproportionately white and male, they use their opinion-shaping 
programming and advertising to increase their already great corporate 
influence globally. An important part of media executives’ indoctrination 
efforts involves deflection and diversion of public attention from certain 
underlying societal realities. Analyzing the public’s obsession with sports, 
for example, Chomsky has argued: “That keeps them .  .  . from worrying 
about things that matter to their lives that they might have some idea 
of doing something about.  .  .  . And in fact it’s striking to see the intelli-
gence that’s used by ordinary people in [discussions of] sports.”154 Sports 
media coverage and similar media diversions are, in effect, a soporific 
drug for the general population, to take their minds off what they should 
be paying attention to—including corporate-generated societal problems 
and corporate subversion of efforts at expanding economic and political 
democracy.

Unfortunately, the white-controlled mainstream media often manipu-
late Americans into supporting destructive political or corporate decisions 
made by leading members of the elite. For example, Stanley has summa-
rized the build-up and consequences of the Iraq war (see Chapter 4) begun 
by the George W. Bush administration in 2003:

[The white] elites exploited a free press to convince a large majority of 
American citizens of beliefs that lacked so much real world evidential 
support that those very elites later repudiated being associated with 
them. . . . the multi-trillion dollar cost of the Iraq War, not to mention 
the lives lost on both sides, was not in the interest of the nearly 70 per-
cent of Americans convinced by the flawed ideology of patriotism and 
demonization used to motivate it.155

Additionally, social science research confirms that those who most 
often consume material presented by conservative media outlets, such as 
the predominantly white viewers of Fox News and listeners to right-wing 
talk radio, are significantly less informed about many current societal 
issues than other media consumers. Moreover, the more conservative men 
among top media executives and producers have demonstrated significant 
and overt racial, class, and gender biases in media programming in recent 
years, such as in openly biased reporting on the Barack Obama presiden-
tial administration. Some conservative television programs actually cut to 
commercials when Obama was giving important speeches, conservative 
media commentators bashed his exceptional educational credentials, and 
some arch-conservative commentators viciously caricatured him, including 
negative references to his supposed lack of U.S. citizenship.156 In response 
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to numerous racist media attacks on Obama and his family, a great many 
white Americans engaged in cheering or stayed silent.

The White Racial Frame: Mainstream Media and Beyond

Actually, all mainstream media regularly disseminate certain stereotypes 
and images of Americans of color straight out of the prevailing white 
racial frame. As we noted previously, centuries of western imperialism and 
the consequent systemic racism are widely legitimated by this dominant 
racial framing. This is a white-imposed worldview from which virtually all 
whites, and many others, operate to varying degrees. Recall that it includes 
not only racial prejudices and stereotypes, but also racialized images, ide-
ologies, emotions, and narratives that rationalize and implement racial 
discrimination and other racial oppression. For centuries this frame has 
come to include both a deep-seated pro-white subframe (a positive place-
ment of whites and white virtue) and anti-others frames (a negative place-
ment of people of color, viewed as unvirtuous). This pro-white subframe is 
the center of the dominant racial frame and aggressively accentuates white 
superiority, virtue, and moral goodness. One example of this heavy accent 
on virtuous white exceptionalism is seen in early European American col-
onizers reframing their bloody oppression of Native Americans in positive 
terms as bringing the latter a superior (Christian) religion and “civilization.”

From the distant past to the present, much of the effort to create and 
maintain this dominant white racial frame has come from powerful white 
men. This is not surprising, for they are central to the frame—especially its 
accent on virtue. As we discussed earlier, the word virtue is derived from 
the Latin vir, which means man or hero. Early on, in the development of the 
North American colonies, white men were supposed to exhibit the so-called 
manly virtues of courage, strength, and piety. Most white men, then as now, 
have implicitly or explicitly accented certain masculine virtues. They have 
often exuded an arrogance about what is human virtue and what is not, 
about who is virtuous and who is not, and about where and when there is 
virtue. Not surprisingly, the dominant white frame has been replete with 
anti-black and other anti-others subframes—that is, subframes targeting 
“those people” as generally unvirtuous.157

Cognitive scientists have studied how relatively unconscious frames 
in people’s heads influence socio-political proclivities and activities. Fre-
quently the dominant white racial frame is implemented in half-conscious 
or unconscious ways. Additionally, much scientific research on social move-
ments accents how people often use a conscious subframe of some larger 
societal frame in guiding their actions, and significant media research also 
emphasizes the conscious media micro-framing of news stories in which 
narrow facets of a topic are chosen to advance a particular reading of it.158 
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Frequently, too, the dominant white frame operates in relatively conscious 
ways to shape much racialized behavior that perpetuates systemic racism.

Over centuries European and European American elites have developed 
this white racial frame to defend their exploitation, enslavement, and other 
oppression of many peoples of color. As they enslaved increasing numbers 
of Africans and African Americans over the 18th century, white slavehold-
ers, government leaders, and intellectuals explicitly portrayed “negroes” 
they subordinated as a biologically distinctive “race” quite different from 
“white” European Americans. The major U.S. theorist of liberty and equal-
ity, Thomas Jefferson, in his book Notes on the State of Virginia (1785), was 
thorough in his very negative framing of black Americans, whom he viewed 
as racially inferior to supposedly virtuous and civilized whites. Jefferson 
was certainly not unique, for virtually all the white founders and most other 
white Americans then operated out of a negative racial framing of African 
Americans.159

Racist, Classist, Sexist Framing: The Contemporary Scene

The scholar Edward Hall has emphasized how deeply learned that conven-
tional framing, such as the dominant white racial frame, usually becomes: 
“Once learned, these behavior patterns, these habitual responses  .  .  . sink 
below the surface of the mind and . . . control from the depths.”160 Devel-
oped by and habitually imposed on the minds of all whites, the white racial 
frame is their learned “frame of mind” and “frame of reference” in regard to 
racial matters. Additionally, most Americans who are not white often incor-
porate certain elements of the white racial frame in their minds because it is 
so commonplace in U.S. society.

The white framing of Americans of color, especially as reinforced in fam-
ilies and in the mainstream media, helps to explain why many whites fail 
to comprehend racial realities routinely faced by Americans of color. One 
large national survey found that 61 percent of whites viewed, inaccurately, 
the average black person as having health care access at least equal to that 
of the average white person. Half also felt that black Americans had a level 
of education similar to or better than whites, and half felt that whites and 
blacks were equally as well off in the jobs they hold. In contrast, much social 
science research demonstrates that none of these white views is accurate. 
A  substantial majority of whites hold factually erroneous beliefs about 
white-black inequalities. Today, most whites are ignorant or misinformed 
when it comes to understanding the difficult and racialized life conditions 
that African Americans and other Americans of color face.161 In another 
survey nearly two-thirds of whites indicated they believed that the quality 
of life for black Americans had gotten significantly better over recent years. 
In contrast, 61 percent of black respondents disagreed, reporting that the 
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quality of life had stayed the same or gotten worse.162 These erroneous white 
beliefs are likely to have resulted from, or been reinforced by, watching and 
listening for years to white-framed programming in the mainstream media 
that suggests in images and white-framed discussions that black Americans 
as a group are doing at least as well as whites.

Note too that this mainstream media programming sustains and propa-
gates dominant sexist and classist frames. As a result, in the lives of specific 
individuals all three important societal frames frequently come into play in 
particular situations. For example, commenting on the actions of one white 
man who killed an unthreatening black teenager, the scholar bell hooks has 
described the murderer’s framing:

White supremacy has taught him that all people of color are threats 
irrespective of their behavior. Capitalism has taught him that, at all 
costs, his property can and must be protected. Patriarchy has taught 
him that his masculinity has to be proved by the willingness to con-
quer fear through aggression; that it would be unmanly to ask ques-
tions before taking action.163

The overarching elite-white-male dominance system and three of its major 
subsystems, including the media-reinforced racial, class, and gender fram-
ing that sustains them, are evident in such recurring events across this 
society.

Rarely do mainstream media commentators analyze in any detail the 
central dominance of elite white men and their principal acolytes, includ-
ing those who regularly control mainstream media operations. Numerous 
reports reveal the absence of women and people of color. For example, one 
recent analysis by journalist Sarah Seltzer discovered only 38 women col-
umnists are among the 143 columnists working for major newspapers and 
syndicators. Men were also quoted much more often than women in front-
page stories, including 3.4 times more in front-page stories in the New York 
Times for a recent period. Indeed, in many news stories about issues affecting 
women, the experts quoted are overwhelmingly men, especially white men.164

Additionally, the overwhelming majority of reporters working in news-
rooms are white, often middle-aged, men. Unsurprisingly, thus, much news 
that Americans view is reported through a white-framed, male-framed, 
and/or class-framed perspective of a white male reporter. As media critic 
Terrell Starr notes, whether it is a trade magazine like Variety running a 
headline exclaiming that “Rock ‘n’ Roll” originated with Elvis Presley, or a 
New York Times article that claims that black women are not characteris-
tically attractive, mostly white men control much “information” that gets 
communicated to the public.165 White media executives also frequently 
make racialized decisions about employees. There is the major example 
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of the white television anchor Jennifer Livingston and the black television 
anchor Rhonda Lee. When a male viewer criticized Livingston’s weight, she 
went on the air to blast him. The station management backed her, and her 
story garnered favorable headlines. In contrast, Lee, whose natural hair was 
attacked by a Facebook user on her station’s webpage, was fired by her man-
ager after she openly and respectfully defended herself.166

In major cable news programming, we encounter very disproportion-
ate numbers of conservative white male experts and their often limited  
white-male-framed worldviews. Between 2004 and 2012, for instance, 
Sunday morning talk shows were dominated by white male Republicans. 
Between June 2011 and February 2012, one-on-one interviewees on leading 
political talk shows—NBC’s Meet the Press, ABC’s This Week, CBS’s Face the 
Nation, and Fox News Sunday—were skewed greatly in favor of Republicans 
(70 percent), white guests (92 percent), and men (86 percent).167 Moreover, 
in the aftermath of President Barack Obama’s regulation mandating that 
health insurance plans offer free birth control, Fox, Fox Business, MSNBC, 
and CNN all asked men to comment by a nearly 2–1 margin over women. 
Twice as many men were asked to comment on an issue that so directly 
impacts women.168 The operation of systemic sexism is illustrated clearly 
in these media settings where mostly or only men are drawn on for much 
important social commentary.

Similarly, the dominant presence of (white) men in cable news discus-
sions and debates has been well-documented. Of guests interviewed on six 
prime-time programs or taking part in discussion segments over a five-week 
period in just one year (2014) on CNN, Fox News, and MSNBC, 84 percent 
were white, and 72 percent were male. Latinos were especially underrepre-
sented, accounting for 3 percent even though they constituted 16 percent of 
the population. Women of color made up only 5 percent of sources across 
programs, even though they comprised 18 percent of the population.169

One major reason for the disproportionate role of conservative whites in 
the mainstream media is because of the ability of elite conservatives and their 
powerful organizations to place them there. Since the 1970s, the right-wing of 
the white establishment has developed conservative and arch-conservative  
think tanks such as the American Enterprise Institute and the Heritage 
Foundation. These well-funded think tanks have been successful in getting 
very conservative, mostly white male experts and their often reactionary 
ideas into the mainstream media. These experts have helped to further 
indoctrinate non-elite Americans into the dominant racial, class, and gen-
der frames.170

Reflecting on North American media, the prominent South American 
journalist Eduardo Galeano once put the matter this way:

More and more have the right to hear and see, but fewer and fewer 
have the privilege of informing, giving their opinion and creating. The 
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dictatorship of the single word and the single image, much more dev-
astating than that of the single party, is imposing a life whose exem-
plary citizen is a docile consumer and passive spectator built on the 
assembly line following the North American model of commercial 
television.171

As we show throughout this book, there is a certain “dictatorship” of the 
white racial framing, the sexist framing, and the capitalistic framing of soci-
ety. These dominant frames regularly create highly conforming media con-
sumers out of much of the general public—and thereby often stifle critical 
thought about societal oppression and inequalities.

Conclusion

Actually diversifying most U.S. institutions is very difficult when most top 
officials refuse, resist, or slow down such change. For instance, the country’s 
largest city, New York City, has a population that is two-thirds people of 
color. Recently, the white male commissioner of its Department of Cultural 
Affairs launched a major study to assess the diversity of the boards, staffs, 
and audiences of the city’s cultural organizations, including orchestras, 
museums, and dance troupes. The study was announced as being about just 
celebrating “best practices.” To a significant degree, the results were known 
in advance, for few large New York cultural organizations had ever had 
boards that were not overwhelmingly white. The timid study announce-
ment made clear that there was no intention to deal with the racial roots of 
the problem. There was no intention to enforce concrete goals for diversity 
changes if these were found to be needed, such as by enhanced city funding 
for groups with an improved diversity record.172

As we have shown, such elite sentiments about “diversity” are at best 
vague, and at worst another way for whites to delay change and ensure con-
tinuing white domination of key public and private organizations. If the 
commissioner of New York’s Department of Cultural Affairs and other pri-
vate and public leaders are legitimately concerned about untapped talent 
among citizens of color, they should be willing to admit that the lack of 
diversity is very much about systemic racism and purposeful exclusion of 
people of color for centuries, and to the present day. From much social sci-
ence research, we suggest that the acknowledgement and drive to change 
things in the direction of social justice is not just a desirable humanistic 
and democratic goal, it is a smart thing to do for such organizations, and 
the larger society generally, to expand their knowledge base and, thus, long-
term effectiveness, a point we consider further in Chapter 8.

In a world where whites are increasingly a statistical minority, their 
powerful, constant, and distorted white racial, class, and gender framing 
already creates major disadvantages for a society like the United States, 
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both nationally and internationally. Those disadvantages will grow larger in 
the future. White ignorance of, and isolation from, people of color is, or will 
soon be, a major handicap for U.S. (and European) corporate and govern-
ment executives and other officials engaged in international cooperation, 
trade, and diplomacy in a world where international leadership is becom-
ing more diverse and where non-European countries are becoming more 
powerful. Excluding and marginalizing Americans of color in economic, 
political, and cultural settings—which can be termed epistemic oppres-
sion—means excluding and marginalizing much knowledge, creativity, and 
understanding that is necessary for U.S. society to persist and prosper, espe-
cially if it is to become truly democratic. No society can successfully ignore 
the great stores of human knowledge and ability that its array of knowl-
edgeable but oppressed members possess. Indeed, one observes clear evi-
dence of how this epistemic ignorance becomes problematical when white 
policymakers, sometimes assisted by white acolytes, have frequently made 
poor decisions on many domestic and foreign policy issues, such as in cata-
strophic U.S. interventions overseas in recent decades (see Chapter 4).

Before we return to these contemporary political-economic realities, we 
will first detail some major historical developments that reveal the great 
determining power and concrete actions of elite white men as they have 
created and maintained racial, class, and gender oppressions that are foun-
dational and central to the “modern world.”



The overseas expansion of U.S. and European imperialism by powerful 
white men in the decades just before and after the year 1900 was dramatic 
and world-changing. As we discussed previously, this global expansion by a 
small number of white men involved a predatory approach to stealing land, 
mineral resources, and labor from people of color globally. In their view, the 
white male conquerors had a right to seize new worlds in the name of white 
Christianity and “superior” European culture. Their imperialistic enterprise 
was capitalistic, systemically racist, and heavily gendered.

Recall how sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois underscored the racial aspects 
of this exceptional imperialistic expansion: “The discovery of personal 
whiteness among the world’s peoples is a very modern thing.” He added 
that “Whiteness is the ownership of the earth, forever and ever, Amen.”1 He 
aptly described the obsessiveness of white (male) predation and control 
that was part of the motivation for the efforts by powerful white Americans 
and Europeans to exploit and oppress people of color globally.

Since the earliest era of U.S. imperialism, the military and political inter-
ventions implemented by formidable white men have characteristically 
evoked a white racial framing of overseas societies in ways similar to the 
centuries-old white framing of African Americans. The focal point of this 
framing centers on the assertion of powerful whites, mostly white men, that 
they have a right to intervene in the affairs of other peoples whenever their 
economic and political interests are at stake. Non-European peoples—e.g., 
Africans, Latin Americans, the Japanese, the Koreans, the Vietnamese, and 
Middle Easterners—have long been common targets in a vast array of U.S. 
imperialistic, and usually military, interventions.2

Regularly, the powerful men who have led these interventions overtly 
demonstrate their sense of a superior whiteness that is also deeply gendered 
and hyper-masculinist. Historically, their public rhetoric has included the 
defense of (subordinated) white womanhood, but their top priority has 
been to protect or enhance the dominant framing of a virile white manhood. 
Hyper-masculine men have usually been the leaders in major imperialistic 
efforts. Recall that Theodore Roosevelt was once considered an “effete” New 
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Yorker, but strove to become a very masculinist leader in efforts to secure 
the country’s “manifest destiny” in the country’s imperialistic actions across 
the planet.

Unsurprisingly, the elite decision-makers implementing imperialism 
have regularly made use of assertively masculinized and bureaucratized 
(e.g., military) violence in their colonizing invasions and wars. In concert 
with them, ordinary white men have buttressed their sense of white mascu-
linity by reveling in domination of other peoples in U.S. imperialistic efforts. 
Warmaking in the name of white “civilization” has been central to the rule 
of powerful white men in the West, to the present day. As the scholar Maria 
Mies has noted from global research, “violence is therefore still the secret of 
modern capitalist–patriarchal civilization.”3

World War I: A Clash of Growing Empires

World War I (1914–1918) involved the military coalition called the Central 
Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, Ottoman Empire, Bulgaria), which 
was fighting the Allies coalition (United Kingdom, France, Russia, United 
States, and Japan). Although at war’s end many in the Allies’ countries 
blamed Germany for the war, this was incorrect. More accurately, that war 
was generated by mostly white nations competing for resource-filled col-
onies. According to the critical view of W. E. B. Du Bois, the white elites 
surveyed the world and saw places where “darker peoples”

are cheap and the earth is rich.  .  .  . white masters may settle to be 
served as kings, wield the lash of slave-drivers, rape girls and wives, 
grow as rich as Croesus and send homeward a golden stream. They 
belt the earth, these places, but they cluster in the tropics, with its 
darkened peoples.4

World War I was not the noble fight for liberty and justice that the ruling 
elites in Europe and the United States claimed. War was waged substantially 
in pursuit of white power and control, of colonialism and imperialism. 
Soon there would be a more imperialistic “despising and robbing of darker 
peoples” on several continents. Du Bois also foresaw the resistance that was 
coming; the war was a “prelude to the armed and indignant protest of these 
despised and raped peoples.”5

Like many analysts of color, Du Bois rejected the lore of superior white 
virtuousness and its artificial zeal for rhetorical “liberty and justice for all.” 
Nearly as many soldiers as had died during World War I had already per-
ished under the white Belgian King Leopold II in the colonized African 
Congo. What Belgium suffers as a result of World War I “is not half, not 
even a tenth, of what she has done to black Congo.”6 Du Bois highlighted 
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the West’s civilized savagery, its brutal destructiveness amidst claims to 
superior civilization. In the aftermath of war, with white male conceits in 
tow, victorious European leaders determined which colonized territories 
belonging to defeated Central Powers would now belong to them. Observe 
how western wars have often involved the simultaneous coreproduction of 
global imperialism, capitalistic exploitation, and systemic racism. European 
disarmament after World War I, with its supposed international policing, 
was set up amid expanding imperialist ambitions. Insincerely discussing 
peace, the European and U.S. elites championed global imperialist ambi-
tions via more international aggression.7

The fate of seized overseas colonies and their racialized populations 
was decided by the elite founders of the new League of Nations, includ-
ing U.S. President Woodrow Wilson (1913–1921). These white men cre-
ated three racialized categories of mandates for the “administration” (i.e., 
domination) of newly colonized territories. White nations’ leaders acted as 
Mandatories of the League of Nations, and as such would oversee the ter-
ritories’ governments and economies. Class A mandates comprised territo-
ries that white leaders deemed equipped to handle eventual independence. 
All were in the Middle East and were administered by Britain or France. 
Class B and C mandates encompassed territories for whom these white 
leaders deemed independence a remote possibility or to have no prospect 
of independence.8

Today, western students commonly learn that the provisions of this man-
date system inferred a recognition that colonial territories could be “given” 
independence if they were viewed by western leaders to have attained a 
“sophisticated” level of development.9 Such terms were code for mostly neg-
ative white attitudes toward peoples of color, which also assumed superior 
white virtuousness. This elite recognition mostly came from white men (to 
a lesser degree by the elite of Japan, the one non-western country among the 
Allies). These powerful white men would grant independence only when 
“backward people of color” attained a level of development determined to 
be sufficient.

In summer 1919, acting as an official peacemaker, President Wilson 
brought the Treaty of Versailles and the Covenant of the League of Nations 
before the U.S. Senate for ratification. Du Bois noted the irony involved in 
this: “No nation is less fitted for this role. For two or more centuries Amer-
ica has marched proudly in the van of human hatred—making bonfires 
of human flesh and laughing at them hideously, and making the insulting 
of millions more than a matter of dislike—rather a great religion, a world 
war-cry.”10 Wilson failed; the Senate refused to ratify. Many in the white 
political-economic establishment feared that the treaty and League would 
diminish the ability of the U.S. government and corporations in increasing 
their imperialistic reach.11
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From the late 1890s to the 1930s, leading U.S. government officials, drawn 
from or assisted by top corporate executives, were increasingly intervention-
ist and imperialistic in dealing with countries populated mostly by people 
of color. These included Haiti, Mexico, Cuba, Hawai’i, Puerto Rico, Guam, 
and the Philippines. When it came to Asia, U.S. leaders had long worked to 
force an isolationist Japan to trade with western countries, using threats of 
military violence. They unilaterally declared an Open Door Policy in China 
as a means of assuring U.S. corporations would have opportunities equal 
to those of Europeans in exploiting China. They and European leaders sent 
troops to China to assert white corporate and political supremacy there. In 
Latin America, this white male elite aggressively engineered a local revolu-
tion against Colombia and split off what became the U.S.-controlled country 
of Panama to build the profitable Panama Canal. Over the early 20th cen-
tury the U.S. government intervened militarily in Nicaragua, the Dominican 
Republic, Haiti, Cuba, Panama, Guatemala, and Honduras, often numerous 
times. By the 1920s the finances of many Latin American countries were to 
some extent controlled by U.S. government and corporate officials.12

As Robert Gilpin has underscored, mature capitalistic economies go 
through regular periods when profit rates necessarily fall, so their top 
executives often must “seize colonies and create dependencies to serve as 
markets, investment outlets, and sources of food and raw materials. In com-
petition with one another, they divide up the colonial world in accordance 
with their relative strengths.”13 Unsurprisingly, the expanding U.S. empire 
came into conflict with other capitalistic empires, thereby helping to gener-
ate World War II.

Repeatedly, one sees in these historical details how the foundation of the 
modern world was substantially laid by the studied decisions of the well- 
established white rulers of western countries. The perspectives and actions 
of these powerful men routinely demonstrated the triple helix of systemic 
classism (capitalism), systemic racism, and systemic sexism. Five centuries 
of European and U.S. imperialism across the globe have not only spread cap-
italism but created at the same time a global racial order and global gender 
order. These imperialist ventures thereby created numerous colonies glob-
ally. After later colonial rebellions, most of these became western-influenced  
or western-controlled countries. Unsurprisingly, many elements of the 
elite’s white racial frame and (white) male sexist frame have penetrated the 
worldviews of non-western leaders and others in former colonies on several 
continents, especially in regard to their economies, educational systems, 
and political institutions.

World War II: Another War of Empires, and a People’s War

World War II was a somewhat different kind of war. As historian Donny 
Gluckstein has shown, two interlocking wars were going on from the late 



White Imperialism: 1890s–1940s • 95

1930s until 1945. At one level, there was again a battle among several empires 
seeking and maintaining territories for political control and economic 
exploitation. The Allied powers included the old European imperialistic 
powers Britain and France (controlling about 35 percent of the globe) and 
the somewhat newer imperialistic powers, the United States and the Soviet 
Union. All but the Soviet Union were capitalistic, and the Soviet elite cre-
ated what some term state-directed capitalism. The competing Axis powers 
included nation-states seeking to expand their imperial reach—Germany, 
Italy, and Japan.14 The most powerful blocs in all these states, except for the 
Soviet Union, involved major capitalistic executives and their companies.

At the same time, a second type of war was going on, one constantly 
contending or integrated with the war between the Allied and Axis empires. 
This war involved the efforts of ordinary people’s movements who fought 
against the imperialistic goals and undemocratic leaders in countries within 
both the Allied and Axis coalitions. (We discuss a U.S. example in a later 
section.) These people’s movements were usually anti-fascist and sought 
major democratic and social justice goals. Gluckstein has described the 
people’s uprisings that punctuated World War II and some elite reactions to 
them: “In many European countries sections of the upper class eagerly col-
laborated with the Nazis (the classic example being Vichy France), because 
they feared the radicalism of their own working class more than German 
occupation.”15

Gluckstein provides examples of elite-white-male leaders of the Allied 
powers who openly viewed the western wartime actions as necessarily 
aimed at extending capitalistic empires. One was the imperialistic Winston 
Churchill: “Churchill was always very clear that his mission in the war was 
to defend the British empire, not promote the interests of ordinary citizens. 
He was not ideologically committed to destroy fascism.”16 U.S. and French 
leaders largely shared such imperialist and capitalistic goals, often seeking 
to expand their own economic and political empires.

During the 1930s, before direct U.S. participation in military conflicts 
in Europe, elite U.S. officials worked with leading corporate executives to 
extend their sphere of political and economic influence. For example, when 
Italian dictator Benito Mussolini attacked Ethiopia, these officials allowed 
U.S. businesses to export oil to that fascist regime and its military. Capital-
istic profits again took precedence. Then, when civil war broke out in Spain 
(1936–1939) between those loyal to the democratic Spanish Republic and a 
fascist group led by Francisco Franco, the U.S. elite backed a supposed “neu-
trality” act that permitted Germany’s Adolf Hitler and Mussolini to provide 
aid to Franco. This led to Franco’s fascist dictatorship. Despite the thousands 
who suffered violence during Franco’s brutal dictatorship, U.S. officials con-
tinued to support his fascist regime long after World War II.17

In the 1930s and 1940s numerous influential white Americans, espe-
cially capitalist owners and CEOs, profited greatly from certain pro-fascist, 
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including pro-German (see below), policies of U.S. government officials. 
However, once imperialistic Germany dramatically interfered with U.S. 
global imperialistic ambitions, an anti-Nazi position became central. Cer-
tainly, over time German chancellor Adolf Hitler’s obsession with the threat 
of this expanding U.S. international influence blended in his thinking with 
the mythical threat of a “world Jewish conspiracy,” as Adam Tooze notes:

In Hitler’s mind, the threat posed to the Third Reich by the United 
States was not just that of conventional superpower rivalry. The threat 
was existential and bound up with Hitler’s abiding fear of the world 
Jewish conspiracy.  .  .  . Germany could not simply settle down to 
become an affluent satellite of the United States . . . because this would 
result in enslavement to the world Jewish conspiracy, and ultimately 
race death.18

Expansion into Asia: More Clash of Empires

In the early decades of the 20th century, much of the U.S. elite’s imperialistic 
efforts in the Asia-Pacific region involved attempts to expand the reach of 
the government and multinational corporations. These white men tried to 
gain white supremacy over a growing Japanese empire in the Pacific. The 
1941 Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor has usually been framed by U.S. 
officials and conventional analysts, then and now, as an abrupt and infa-
mous attack that was unanticipated. However numerous critical scholars 
have assessed the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor as the logical result of a 
long succession of jointly aggressive imperialistic acts in the Pacific realm 
by the U.S. and Japanese governments.19

It was not the earlier violent attacks on Ethiopians, Czechs, Poles, and 
other victims of the (white) German Nazi officials and their European allies 
that became the main trigger for the initial U.S. entry into World War II. 
The U.S. elite entered the war only when Japanese leaders, seeking to protect 
their own imperial expansion, attacked Hawai’i’s military bases in a failed 
attempt to hem in the U.S. Pacific empire. As long as Japanese leaders were 
obedient to U.S. interests—e.g., willing to share economic exploitation of 
China—Washington’s white elite did not view Japan as a serious enough foe 
for war. Only when Japanese leaders threatened prospective U.S. markets 
in Asia—particularly southeast Asia’s rubber, oil, and tin—did influential 
white men turn to aggressive action, including a U.S. embargo on scrap iron 
and oil to Japan in summer 1941. This put Japan’s very economic survival at 
stake, triggered the Japanese attack, and put two imperialistic countries on 
the road to a major war.20
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The real war story has never been properly explained to the U.S. popu-
lation. Significantly, after the war, the Asian-Indian jurist Radhabinod Pal 
was the sole judge—out of eleven Allied judges—who handed down a “not 
guilty” judgment on Japan’s wartime leaders at the Tokyo war-crimes trials 
(1946–1948). He accurately argued that U.S. economic embargoes before 
the war obviously posed a colossal obstacle to Japan’s survival and, thus, 
U.S. officials intentionally incited the conflict. Prior to the attack on Pearl 
Harbor, the Washington elite had indeed openly talked of war with Japan 
and had even deliberated about how to sell an imperialistic war to the citi-
zenry.21 Judge Pal recognized Japan’s significant war atrocities, but rebuffed 
the Allied charges of Japanese crimes against humanity as ex post facto 
law—in his dissent what he termed a “sham employment of legal process for 
the satisfaction of a thirst for revenge.”22 In his studied view, the U.S. atomic 
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were equivalent to Nazi war crimes 
because of huge civilian casualties (mostly civilians of color, too).

Even today, the central motives of the U.S. government’s imperialistic 
expansion and associated elite capitalistic profitmaking in fighting World 
War II remain hidden in the rhetoric of many apologists who assert that 
the United States only fought virtuously to end fascist dictatorships and 
promote global democracy. Yet again, the principal U.S. decision-makers in 
this era were almost all elite white men.

Corporate Brotherhood: U.S. and Nazi Dealings in World War II

Many people know that during Hitler’s rule numerous German corporate 
executives and their firms willingly partnered with the Nazi party and gov-
ernment. However, much less known is the substantial collusion between 
U.S. corporate executives and the Nazi government or German companies 
in the 1930s and 1940s. These firms included Chase Bank (now J.P. Mor-
gan Chase), General Electric (GE), Kodak, Coca-Cola, Standard Oil, and 
International Business Machines (IBM), to name only a few. Many western 
capitalistic firms, again headed by powerful white men, aggressively sought 
profitable corporate contracts in Nazi Germany. This business dealing reluc-
tantly ended only when the United States finally entered the European mili-
tary conflict. Despite some corporate apologies, these U.S.-Nazi partnerships 
have never received much public attention. Elite executives who eagerly 
did business with the Nazis and made substantial corporate profits remain 
mostly unrecognized. They included the most powerful white men of the 
era. Prior to World War II, J. D. Rockefeller, a key shareholder in Chase Bank, 
openly financed the Nazi eugenics movement. Influential white executives at 
Kodak’s subsidiaries, in so-called neutral European nations, manufactured 
cameras, film, and military hardware for Nazi Germany. High-ranking GE 
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executives made significant pre-war purchases of shares in the German com-
pany Siemens, implicating them in the manufacture of gas chambers.23

The previously mentioned Thomas Watson, Sr., founding CEO of IBM, 
provides another example of troubling business choices that elite capital-
ists who run multinationals have made in constant pursuit of private profit. 
IBM played a significant business role in connection with Nazi Germany’s 
various campaigns. The IBM founder approved the 1939 release of alpha-
betizing machines that helped organize the German occupation of Poland. 
Thereby, leading U.S. executives allowed their punch-card technology to be 
used in organizing Germany’s anti-Jewish programs. This work was over-
seen in New York’s IBM headquarters, and later via German subsidiaries in 
various European nations.24 In 1937 Hitler bestowed on Watson a medal for 
his services. (In 1940, in reaction to public indignation, Watson returned 
it.) Edwin Black, author of IBM and the Holocaust, describes a U.S. Jus-
tice Department memo produced during a later investigation of IBM and 
its German subsidiary. He quotes the memo: “What Hitler has done to us 
through his economic warfare, one of our own American corporations has 
also done.”25 However, in this regard IBM executives were not unique, for 
numerous other U.S. executives guided their companies in doing profitable 
business with the Nazi regime.

U.S. Anti-Semitic Framing and Action in the World War II Era

Elite and Popular Anti-Semitism

Although unknown to most Americans, in the 1930s top U.S. government 
officials intentionally made major conciliatory efforts towards the Nazi 
government of Germany, even as the Nazis repeatedly demonstrated vio-
lent anti-Semitic framing and actions. Whatever their private concerns for 
victims of Nazi persecution might have been, President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt (1933–1945) and many other powerful white men in the public 
and private sectors were reluctant for much of the war to openly condemn 
Germany’s anti-Semitic policies. Indeed, many members of the powerful 
white elite, predominantly Protestant men, were anti-Semitic in their own 
racial framing and actions.

While Roosevelt did take numerous actions during World War II that 
benefited Jews in the United States and Europe—such as bringing numer-
ous Jewish professionals into the U.S. government workforce, including as 
advisors—he articulated numerous anti-Semitic views before and during 
the war, thereby revealing his own racial framing. In the 1920s he supported 
a quota limiting Jewish students at Harvard, and in the late 1930s he argued 
that Polish Jews had been responsible for stimulating violent anti-Semitism 
by their economic successes. During the war he also argued there should be 
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a discriminatory quota for Jews in professions in North Africa. He privately 
confided to acquaintances that Jewish American leaders’ calls to help refugees 
from Nazism were “Jewish wailing” and made numerous other anti-Semitic  
comments. He described some Jewish professionals’ tax actions as “a dirty 
Jewish trick” and spoke of Jews as having too much influence in the United 
States. Roosevelt himself operated to a significant degree out of a traditional 
anti-Semitic framing.26

Assertive anti-Semitism was commonplace in this country’s white elite 
from the 17th century onward; it was especially strong in the decades leading 
to World War II. For instance, the very famous auto entrepreneur Henry Ford 
controlled a Detroit newspaper that published anti-Semitic articles, includ-
ing Nazi-like attacks on a “world Jewish conspiracy” and on Jews, mainly 
Jewish men, for supposedly weakening business standards and corrupt-
ing “morals.” Elite and affluent whites were involved in much anti-Semitic  
discrimination. From the 1920s to the 1950s, numerous U.S. college and uni-
versity officials, almost all white and male (gentiles), engaged in anti-Jewish 
discrimination, including using overt admissions quotas to keep out Jewish 
students. Unsurprisingly, white male (gentile) university students also 
engaged in anti-Semitic actions, such as those who hung a sign reading 
“Scurvy kikes are not wanted at New York University. If they knew their 
place they would not be here. Make New York University a White Man’s 
College.”27 One notices too in much of the anti-Semitic writing and car-
toons of this era the interconnection between the systemic racism directed 
against Jews, who are racialized as not white or not truly white, and the 
white masculinity at the center of systemic sexism. Much anti-Semitism in 
this era, in the United States and Europe, portrayed Jewish men, not women, 
as the threat to white gentile men, their hegemonic masculinity, and thus 
their families.

From the early 1900s to well beyond the 1940s extensive anti-Semitic 
thought and action was also demonstrated by many ordinary Americans, 
much fueled by racist demagogues on the radio.28 More than a hundred 
organizations, including the Ku Klux Klan, circulated much anti-Semitic 
propaganda. Opinion polls demonstrated that a majority or near majority 
of Americans held firmly to numerous blatantly anti-Jewish stereotypes, 
such as Jews being too powerful or “greedy.”29

U.S. Government Collusion with Nazi Anti-Semitism

A good example of U.S. government unwillingness to offend anti-Semitic 
German leaders is seen in what happened in the movie industry. In the 
1930s Hollywood executives faced intense pressure from top government 
officials to appease Hitler’s government. These leading white officials’ dip-
lomatic and economic concerns led them to warn these movie executives 
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against provoking the Nazi government. In 1939, the powerful former U.S. 
Ambassador to Britain Joseph Kennedy (father of President John Kennedy) 
spoke unequivocally to Hollywood executives on behalf of the Roosevelt 
administration: Do not make anti-Nazi films. Kennedy explained that Nazi 
leaders enjoyed U.S. films and wanted the studios to keep making them, 
but studio executives must remove references to Jews. Thus, half the people 
who worked on the Warner Brothers’ 1939 film Confessions of a Nazi spe-
cifically removed their (Jewish) names from the credits, and anti-Semitism 
was never mentioned in the film. Studio head Jack Warner, who was Jewish 
and responsible for the film, nonetheless received reprimands from Wash-
ington’s white gentile elite. Indeed, the powerful U.S. House Leader Martin 
Dies, Jr. openly claimed the film actually vilified a “friendly country.”30

Additionally, the Nazi government banned U.S. films considered 
anti-German. A few independent anti-Nazi films were made, but because 
of German pressure on theater chains these films were often not released. 
The financial reliance of Hollywood on the German market, U.S. isolation-
ist sentiment, and the movie industry’s self-censorship help explain these 
extensive U.S. movie-censoring actions.31

Like many male congressional leaders, Martin Dies was obsessed with 
fighting “Communism.” In 1938 he co-founded a U.S. House Committee 
investigating “un-American activities,” one eventually named the House 
Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). Fixated on the supposed 
Communist threat, Dies focused on spies of the Soviet Union (a U.S. war-
time ally) and not on the spies of Nazi Germany—even in the midst of 
World War II. And German American involvement in U.S. Nazi and Ku 
Klux Klan activities did not interest his investigating committee. As a 
HUAC spokesperson said, the Klan is an old U.S. institution. Indeed, the 
Klan has long carried, to the present day, the banner of the country’s most 
visible anti-Semitic and anti-black organization.32

Roosevelt and Congress: Anti-Semitism and Collusion in the Holocaust

Even when they ceased pro-Nazi appeasement after the United States offi-
cially entered the Allied military conflict, elite U.S. officials, virtually all 
white gentile men, did not rush to counter the horrific Nazi actions against 
European Jews. Controversy continues over whether President Roosevelt 
was helpful to enough Jewish refugees from the Nazi Holocaust. Historian 
David Oshinsky has argued that Roosevelt had to make national concerns 
(e.g., unemployment, bank failures), and not European Jews’ oppression, 
his governing priorities in the 1930s.33 In this exculpatory view, even if Roo-
sevelt had been willing to substantially assist oppressed Jews, such as by 
lobbying to bring many refugees to the United States it would have proved 
difficult because of powerful members of Congress who were anti-Semitic. 
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These white men did not see Jews as desirable immigrants, or even as 
“white.” Reflecting national anti-Semitic sentiment, even a modest 1939 
congressional bill to admit some Jewish children was met with much white 
male hostility in and out of Congress.34

For most of his long presidency, Roosevelt did relatively little to help 
European Jews. We have noted his anti-Semitic views. He privately feared 
being dubbed pro-Jewish in his actions, and this mostly outweighed his 
concern for Jews. Nevertheless, he did occasionally act to rescue some. 
His administration agreed to ease visa regulations after prominent Jewish 
Americans put pressure on him, yet he still met with U.S. Jewish leaders 
only once. He did instigate an international conference to tackle the refugee 
problem in 1938. Representatives of 32 countries met, but amidst declara-
tions of sympathies for the Jewish plight, all were opposed to allowing large 
numbers of refugees into their countries. In reaction, Nazi government offi-
cials said it was “astonishing” that the officials who criticized Germany did 
not want Jews either.35

White Subjugation: African Americans and Japanese Americans

By the time Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill met in Casablanca 
in 1943 for a crucial wartime meeting looking forward to an Allied victory, 
the Axis powers had dramatically endangered U.S. and U.K. economic inter-
ests, including those of their global capitalist enterprises. The Allied powers 
called for an unconditional surrender. In one tragic irony, at this meeting 
Roosevelt hypocritically explained that this unconditional surrender was 
necessary for “the destruction of the philosophies in those countries which 
are based on conquest and the subjugation of other people.”36

Jim Crow Oppression: African Americans

The great irony was obvious: There was much negative white racist fram-
ing and “subjugation of other people” across the United States. From the 
19th century to the 1960s segregation (Jim Crow) was legalized in south-
ern and border states—and informally enforced in other states. For gener-
ations, where black Americans could get a job, where their families could 
live, where they could go to school, and how they could travel were substan-
tially determined by elite and ordinary whites. Many faced daily threats, 
brutal beatings, or worse, especially if they resisted. Most were at an extreme 
economic, political, and social disadvantage compared to whites. Their lives 
were significantly shortened, and their inherited socioeconomic resources 
were mostly nonexistent.

Well aware of this racist system, Roosevelt was leader of a party powerfully 
represented in Congress by white male Democrats, especially southerners, 
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who defended this U.S. racial totalitarianism. His hands were said to be 
tied when it came to moving the country legislatively toward more equal-
ity. Still, he took small steps. He appointed African Americans as a federal 
judge and Army general. He called lynching “a vile form of collective mur-
der,” the first president to do so. The number of African Americans working 
for the federal government increased. At the 1936 Democratic Convention, 
he pressed the Democratic Party to incorporate the first explicit civil rights 
plank in its platform.37

Still, Roosevelt, like most presidents before and after him, failed to sub-
stantially advance racial justice and equality. He did not work to eliminate 
significant discrimination in housing, employment, wages, and working 
conditions. Roosevelt’s New Deal, as experienced by black Americans, was 
very different from that experienced by white Americans. Even a contem-
porary organization now promoting Roosevelt’s legacy has admitted that 
his New Deal did little to remedy the horrific injustices that African Amer-
icans had to endure daily, and even routinely buttressed legal segregation.38

As further evidence of Roosevelt’s lack of commitment to genuine racial 
equality, his administration did not effectively challenge occupational seg-
regation during World War II, even when black labor was essential for the 
war effort. At one important aviation plant on the West Coast, for exam-
ple, African Americans were only hired as janitorial staff, even if they were 
trained aircraft workers.39 Segregation was still a common reality. Again, 
we observe how systemic racism—specifically, the white-racist framing in 
the heads of powerful whites—interfered in major ways with the capital-
istic production in this era—and thus with prosecution of the war effort. 
Particularly striking, too, was preferential treatment by white male military 
officials given to white German prisoners of war (POWs) held in the United 
States during the war. Incredibly, black military police had to sit in the back 
of buses traveling south while their German prisoners remained in coveted 
front seats.40

Jim Crow America and German Anti-Semitism

Adolf Hitler and other Nazi officials were inspired by the well-developed 
systemic racism of the United States. Prior to and during the war, they 
cited U.S. Jim Crow segregation, when they were criticized by outsiders, in 
defense of their highly discriminatory treatment of European Jews. As his-
torian Ira Katznelson has described, Nazi news media “frequently printed 
anti-Black cartoons, reminded its readers that southern public accommo-
dations were segregated, and delighted in reporting how blacks .  .  . could 
not sleep in Pullman cars and could not exercise the right to vote.”41 German 
segregation laws were influenced by U.S. racial segregation laws, the latter 
declared constitutional by an all-white-male Supreme Court long before 
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the German Nazi racist laws. Leading Nazis defended their racist world 
with references to U.S. literature, movies, and speeches with an overt white 
supremacy tilt, including those of President Woodrow Wilson. Moreover, 
before World War II, numerous U.S. scientists and other leaders praised 
Germany’s “rational” implementation of eugenics laws, while Nazi scien-
tists drew on the research of U.S. colleagues who sought eugenics control 
over Americans of color.42

Repeatedly, we observe the operation of the all-encompassing, elite-white- 
male dominance system and the constant integration of its major subsys-
tems of systemic sexism, classism, and racism. These operated in somewhat 
similar ways before and during World War II in both the United States and 
Nazi  Germany. As social scientist Judith Goldstein dramatically under-
scores, elite and ordinary white men

idealized and enforced male dominance, military prowess and vio-
lence against their enemies: in the Third Reich, Aryan warriors as 
pagan gods and, in the South, white males as Confederate heroes as 
part of the “honor” culture. Both racist systems depended upon the 
critical docility, acquiescence and political impotence of women. . . . 
Germany and the South extolled the sexual purity of white—and in 
the German sphere—white Aryan women. Both targeted and exag-
gerated the threat of predatory men—blacks in the South and Jews 
in Germany—to justify intimidation and violence against the racial 
enemies.43

Sadly, this critical U.S. history of systemic racism and systemic sexism is 
today little known to most Americans, and major vestiges of these views 
persist in the United States today.

Black Resistance to Imperialism and Racism: The “Other War”

The historical circumstances of centuries of extensive racial oppression—
slavery and Jim Crow—have caused African Americans to advance national 
and foreign policy analyses and action in opposition to the imperialistic 
actions of the white elite. This has especially been true since the early 20th 
century. Early on, African American scholars and activists, including Ray-
ford Logan, Alain Locke, Du Bois, and Ralph Bunch, laid the groundwork 
for the development of what only later became a white-dominated disci-
pline of “international relations” studies.44 These and other black scholars 
openly questioned U.S. imperialism, and the white-racist framing that went 
along with that, long before most white scholars ventured into such criti-
cal analyses. Ever since, black civil rights leaders, elected politicians, and 
appointed officials have often raised significant critical queries concerning 
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the U.S. government’s military and other international interventions. They 
also have led the war within the larger wars, the internal war against U.S. 
racial oppression.45

Recall that World War II involved not only a war between the imperial-
ist Allied and Axis coalitions, but a less remembered war involving orga-
nized efforts of ordinary people fighting against undemocratic institutions 
in both Allied and Axis countries. For example, African Americans fought 
against Nazi oppression and fascism in Europe and Asia even as they had to 
fight internally to make the United States more just and democratic. Soon 
after the United States entered World War II combat, James Thompson, a 
courageous black cafeteria worker, coined the “Double Victory” slogan, 
which laid bare this white-racist reality:

The “V for victory” sign is being displayed prominently in so-called 
democratic countries which are fighting for victory over aggression, 
slavery and tyranny. If this V sign means that to those now engaged 
in this great conflict, then let we colored Americans adopt the double 
VV for a double victory. . . . The first V for victory over our enemies 
from without, the second V for victory over our enemies from within. 
For surely those who perpetrate these ugly prejudices here are seeking 
to destroy our democratic form of government just as surely as the 
Axis forces.46

Without a doubt, most African Americans were not fooled by white leaders’ 
rhetoric about “fighting for democracy.”

The internal black war for democratic representation was accelerated in 
1941, when black rights activists and organizations led by A. Philip Ran-
dolph, the head of a black union, pressed the Roosevelt administration hard 
to desegregate wartime industries. They announced a major march in Wash-
ington, D.C., to protest job discrimination. Working from centuries-old, 
experience-based, anti-racist counter-framing, these brave activists brought 
“power and pressure to bear upon the agencies and representatives of the 
Federal Government to exact their rights in National Defense employment 
and the armed forces of the United States.”47 Reluctantly, Roosevelt signed 
an executive order establishing a Fair Employment Practices Committee 
(FEPC) to oversee desegregation of wartime defense-industry jobs. How-
ever, while the FEPC did officially require companies with government 
contracts not to discriminate, their antidiscrimination regulations were 
mostly unenforced. Still, this threatened protest and its result in executive 
action helped to set a precedent that would bear fruit decades later with the 
1960s civil rights laws.48

Note, too, that centuries of African American experience with systemic 
white racism has led many to be skeptical or pacifistic in regard to U.S. 



White Imperialism: 1890s–1940s • 105

imperialistic wars and colonial interventions. In the World War II era, sev-
eral black civil rights activists were pacifists. The brilliant activist Bayard 
Rustin was jailed for refusing to serve in World War II, but later played a 
major role in the 1960s civil rights movement and in international move-
ments against nuclear weapons.

Many African Americans were ambivalent with regard to U.S. involve-
ment in World War II because in their view, in a world where the Japanese 
proved victorious over imperialistic white Allied powers, people of color 
across the globe might be better off. In this critical assessment, the shack-
les of white supremacy might be smashed.49 Earlier, to counter the white 
elite’s Pacific imperialism and anti-Japanese framing, Japanese officials 
had sought a trans-Pacific alliance with African Americans. Some African 
American leaders and political leaders in Japan looked to one another for 
support in their mutual desire to challenge the racist international poli-
cies of elite white men. African American civil rights leaders and scholars 
were influenced by contacts with Japanese leaders, including in efforts to 
rid themselves of the white-racist framing of Asian “racial inferiority.” In the 
assessment of Japanese leaders, moreover, African Americans were often 
viewed as “colored yet modern and westernized” and a model for Japan “in 
its endeavors to reach a ‘higher’ level of civilization and become a member 
of the western world.”50

Of course, these communications stopped as war began, and African 
American communities provided many who served in U.S. armed forces. 
Yet, African American leaders had gained significant knowledge of global 
realities of white-imposed racism. As a result, they explained to U.S. officials 
that whites’ racist framing of the Japanese was partly to blame for their ini-
tial gross underestimation of Japanese military forces.51 Over many decades 
now, African American leaders, both intellectuals and activists, have worked 
abroad with anticolonial and other human rights groups to counter white 
imperialism in its many manifestations, thereby honing their own ability to 
understand and better resist the elite-white-male dominance system.

Postwar Black Resistance: More Internal War

After World War II returning black veterans still faced blatant racism, 
including beatings and lynchings. A letter written to President Harry Tru-
man (1945–1953) about an attack on a returning black veteran by white 
police officers illustrated violent white supremacy: “To ‘gouge out the eye-
sight’ of a man who had used his eyes to safeguard the freedom of his coun-
try,” the author wrote, “is surely a disgrace unheard of in any other country 
of the world.”52

At war’s end, the NAACP executive secretary Walter White visited the 
European, Pacific, and Mediterranean theaters to chronicle the experiences 
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of black military personnel. Inspired by what he saw in 1945, with the war 
concluding, he and W. E. B. Du Bois appeared before a United Nations con-
ference to endorse the eradication of the U.S. and European colonial sys-
tems. This was followed in 1947 when African American leaders presented 
to the UN “An Appeal to the World,” a well-documented petition outlin-
ing links between slavery, Jim Crow segregation, and colonial imperialism. 
With much social science data, it insisted that “a great nation, which today 
ought to be in the forefront of the march toward peace and democracy, 
finds itself continuously making common cause with race hate, prejudiced 
exploitation and oppression of the common man. . . . Peoples of the World, 
we American Negroes appeal to you.”53 However, the mostly white officials 
in the Roosevelt administration blocked the delivery to the UN General 
Assembly, doubtless fearing it would hurt the desired U.S. image glob-
ally. Later, in 1951, African American leaders delivered an even stronger 
indictment of U.S. racism to the General Assembly. This petition, titled “We 
Charge Genocide: The Crime of Government Against the Negro People,” 
detailed the federal government’s role in Jim Crow discrimination, which 
was empirically documented as genocidal according to the new UN Geno-
cide Convention. Again, the white elite in control of U.S. representation at 
the United Nations saw to it that this accurate petition was rejected.

Still, in the war’s aftermath, the home front war for racial justice was 
occasionally successful. In a 1948 letter to President Harry Truman, Afri-
can American civil right activists threatened a boycott of the highly segre-
gated armed forces. Soon, Truman did issue an important executive order, 
starting the process of ending racial segregation in U.S. military forces. He 
also issued an executive order establishing a President’s Committee on Civil 
Rights, whose report To Secure These Rights asserted all Americans had civil 
rights to be protected and calling for federal action for those rights.54 One 
reason for these more assertive presidential actions was that millions of black 
southerners had moved in previous decades to northern cities, where they 
could organize and vote. Their substantial voting power had positive politi-
cal impacts on some white Democratic politicians in northern cities. These 
occasional progressive white political reactions signal the great importance 
of people’s organized resistance to white (male) political dominance.

African American criticism of, and action against, imperialist wars per-
sisted over ensuing decades, indeed to the present. One famous example of 
an African American who aggressively resisted was world champion boxer 
Muhammad Ali. Proud of his African American heritage and religious 
commitments (Nation of Islam), in 1967 he refused the military draft, cit-
ing religious doctrine and his disapproval of the imperialistic U.S. war in 
Vietnam. In spite of vicious white-racist attacks on him for draft refusal, he 
stood firm, which cost him his world heavyweight title. One of his percep-
tive comments about this matter resonates to the present: “I am not going 
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ten thousand miles from here to help murder and kill and burn another 
poor people simply to help continue the domination of white America.”55 
This comment garnered him much respect and praise from African Amer-
icans and many people outside the United States.

More White Racist Action: Japanese Americans

Another wartime example of elite decision-making from the white racial 
frame involved imprisonment of most Japanese Americans in U.S. concen-
tration camps in World War II. This highly racist action was taken by white 
officials with no evidence of Japanese Americans being a security threat. 
Such actions actually interfered with the war effort. The principal reason 
for this economically irrational decision involved decades of negative 
white-racist framing and actions targeting Japanese Americans and other 
Americans of Asian descent. Just before and after 1900, influential white 
politicians in the United States and other western countries worked aggres-
sively to prevent Asian immigration. Racial heterogeneity was undesirable 
for them, and they viewed the exclusion of many people of color as a rein-
forcement of a “white republic.” In fact, whiteness was an official criterion 
for U.S. citizenship from 1790 until the 1870s, when African-descended 
people could officially become citizens. Moreover, not until the 1950s were 
all immigrants of color allowed to become naturalized citizens.56

In the early 20th century, significant numbers of Japanese workers had 
been imported by some white employers to fill agricultural jobs in Hawai’i 
and on the West Coast. That is, these employers’ capitalistic framing of prof-
itability motivated their hiring actions. Nonetheless, other whites aggres-
sively opposed these immigrant workers on blatantly racist grounds. Asian 
immigrants endured white-supremacist attacks that characterized them as 
unintelligent or unassimilable. Leading members of the white male elite, 
such as the prominent U.S. senator from California, James Phelan, insisted 
Japanese Americans threatened the “future of the white race, American 
institutions, and western civilization.”57 This widely accepted racist framing 
was a chief factor leading to passage of very restrictive immigrant legislation. 
The all-white, heavily Protestant members of Congress overwhelmingly 
passed the 1924 Immigration Act establishing racist immigrant quotas giv-
ing preference to northern Europeans and completely excluding Japanese 
immigrants. The white male chair of the House immigration committee 
insisted such exclusion was needed to stop a “stream of alien blood,” lan-
guage similar to continuing common white nativistic views of immigrants 
to the present day.58 Highly racist immigration laws restricted Japanese and 
other Asian immigration into the United States until the mid-1960s.

From the early 1900s to the 1940s, many members of the white male 
elite increased their assertion of an array of anti-Japanese views. Such racist 
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framing was shared by Franklin Roosevelt well before he became president. 
In articles for the Macon, Georgia, Daily Telegraph and for some magazines 
in the 1920s, he had warned against granting citizenship to “non-assimilable  
immigrants” and opposed Japanese immigration because “mingling Asiatic 
blood with European or American blood produces, in nine cases out of ten, 
the most unfortunate results.”59 Similarly, the writings of Ernie Pyle, the 
most famous U.S. journalist who reported from military theaters in World 
War II, reveal blatantly white-racist framing of the Japanese: “In Europe we 
felt that our enemies, horrible and deadly as they were, were still people. But 
out here I soon gathered that the Japanese were looked upon as something 
subhuman and repulsive; the way some people feel about cockroaches or 
mice. . . . I wanted a mental bath after looking at them.”60 Such openly racist 
and anti-immigrant imagery of numerous immigrant groups has been seen 
in numerous public statements of white commentators and politicians ever 
since.

Racialized Internment: Japanese Americans

Unsurprisingly, given such highly racist framing, the white national origin 
groups from enemy countries in Europe and Asia were treated in radically 
different ways by elite and ordinary whites during World War II. For exam-
ple, the Italian language was prohibited on some radio stations, a small 
percentage of Italian Americans thought to be a security threat were impris-
oned at one Montana camp, and many had to carry identity cards. German 
Americans faced similarly mild discriminatory treatment, with only a tiny 
percentage interned. Elite federal officials’ wartime actions against white 
Italian and German Americans were mostly unjust, but far less severe than 
those against Japanese Americans. The wartime experience actually con-
tributed to Italian and German American socioeconomic mobility, even 
as it devastated the lives of Japanese Americans. The solidarity with other 
whites, including in whites-only military units, helped German and Ital-
ian Americans to further prosper during and after the war in the country’s 
white-dominated institutions.61

The treatment of Japanese Americans was dramatically different. The U.S. 
West Coast military commander—instructed by Roosevelt’s officials and 
with racist discriminatory actions declared constitutional by an all-white- 
male Supreme Court—established western California, Washington, Oregon,  
and southern Arizona as areas where no Japanese, Italian, or German 
“aliens” could live. Yet, mostly Americans of Japanese ancestry were 
detained in barbed-wire concentration camps guarded by soldiers. Camps 
for them were erected in western states, holding about 115,000 people, 
mostly U.S.-born citizens.62
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Even in wartime, there was constant evidence of an aggressively rac-
ist framing among the powerful white men and their acolytes who ran 
the war effort. White framing was evidenced by the huge wave of politi-
cal, media, and public support for the internment of Japanese Americans. 
A white Los Angeles Times reporter wrote with an assertively racist voice: 
“A viper is nonetheless a viper wherever the egg is hatched,” suggesting that 
a Japanese American born on U.S. soil “grows up to be a Japanese, not an 
American.” Note too that these elite and ordinary white commentators were 
almost always white men who targeted Japanese and Japanese American 
men. Exhibiting aggressive white masculinity, they often portrayed, in their 
writings and stereotyped cartoons in magazines and newspapers, Japanese 
men as very racially threatening to white women and children. Yet again, we 
observe the intertwining and coreproduction of the white racial frame and 
the male sexist frame, in both elite and ordinary white minds.63

Leading white commentators and officials advocated or went along 
with the internment, which openly violated U.S. constitutional protections. 
Earlier, after Pearl Harbor, the rabidly racist and powerful Representative 
John Rankin of Mississippi declared the need for an internal war: “I’m for 
catching every Japanese in America, Alaska and Hawaii now and putting 
them in concentration camps and shipping them back to Asia as soon as 
possible. . . . This is a race war, as far as the Pacific side of the conflict is con-
cerned.”64 Numerous white male politicians and millions of ordinary whites 
also believed that the country was actually in such a “race war,” including 
Roosevelt and other top administration officials.

Nonetheless, some in the moderate wing of the white establishment 
voiced objections. Curtis Munson, a State Department official, concluded 
that Japanese Americans were no more disloyal than other groups. Even FBI 
director J. Edgar Hoover stated the internment had no security evidence to 
back it. Nonetheless, such contrarian views had no effect on federal govern-
ment officials’ actions to put most Japanese American citizens into barbed-
wire concentration camps. Moreover, also forgotten is that there were many 
acts of Japanese American resistance in asserting their U.S. civil rights in 
this era, including within these military-controlled concentration camps 
and in federal courts.65

After the war, a commentary in Harper’s by leading scholar Eugene Ros-
tow dubbed the internment “our worst wartime mistake.”66 The internment 
of Japanese Americans, with no evidence of a security threat, contradicted 
the liberty-and-justice frame that governing white male officials had long 
endorsed. Elite and ordinary whites’ hostility towards Japanese Ameri-
cans was not new. For instance, the white executive heading the powerful 
California Grower-Shipper Vegetable Association told a Saturday Evening 
Post reporter that white farmers could easily replace “Japs,” insisting that 
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“Japs” would not be welcomed back after the war. In part because of this 
long-term white opposition, the property loss to Japanese Americans from 
these extraordinarily racist government actions, which were often similar 
to early German Nazi actions against Jewish property holders, was a huge 
$1.3 billion.67

Collectively, Italian and German Americans did not suffer such extreme 
wartime oppression by the government, or such massive economic losses. 
This differential policy paralleled the white-racist framing evident in U.S. 
wartime propaganda. Anti-German war propaganda was mostly directed 
at Nazi officials, whereas anti-Japanese propaganda was highly racist and 
targeted all Japanese. While German or Italian civilians were white and at 
worst viewed by other white Americans as unwise dupes of their authoritar-
ian leaders, the Japanese people were regularly dehumanized and portrayed 
out of the white racial frame as a very “inferior race” and commonly called 
“yellow vermin.”68 This highly racist framing was spread aggressively and 
successfully via the mainstream media and other war propaganda outlets 
by numerous powerful white men.

Still Justifying the Internment: Racialized Thinking Today

A mythological view of World War II still shapes the thinking of many elite 
and rank-and-file whites. Relatively recently, Howard Coble, an influential 
white congressional representative, declared the discriminatory wartime 
actions against Japanese American citizens to have been appropriate. “We 
were at war. We were under attack by a sovereign nation,” he said. Without 
evidence, he arrogantly insisted that “Some [Japanese Americans] probably 
were intent on doing harm to us, just as some of these Arab Americans 
are probably intent on doing harm to us [today].”69 When Coble first came 
to Congress in the 1980s, he even headed Republican opposition to a bill 
to compensate Japanese Americans for their racially discriminatory and 
unconstitutional detention.70

Recently, some influential white men or their acolytes, the latter includ-
ing a few people of color, have endorsed this type of racialized detention of 
people of color as a possible way to deal with contemporary domestic secu-
rity threats. In their current arguments, they have justified the World War II 
internment of many thousands of innocent Japanese Americans. Today, 
such white-generated racial framing by U.S. analysts of color is certainly less 
common than such framing by whites, but is still seen in some recent ill- 
informed analyses. Recently, for example, Michelle Malkin, a conservative 
pundit and herself Asian-Pacific American, authored a best-selling book 
justifying the internment of Japanese American citizens. She also defended 
more government use of such discriminatory racial and nationality pro-
filing of nonwhite people today.71 Significantly, the Historians’ Committee 
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for Fairness, an organization of major historical researchers, has described 
her work as “a blatant violation of professional standards of objectivity and 
fairness.”72

Postwar Capitalism and Imperialism: The United States as Superpower 
(1940s–1950s)

The Atlantic Charter, a 1941 agreement between top U.S. and British polit-
ical leaders, outlined their public vision of the postwar world. The words 
of these elite white men confirmed that global power and profit were driv-
ing forces behind the U.S. entry into World War II. Signed before the Pearl 
Harbor attack, when the United States was not directly part of the war, the 
Charter contained claims that U.S. and British governments would pur-
sue “no aggrandizement, territorial or other” and that both respected “the 
right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they 
will live.”73 Reality proved quite different. Only weeks before it was signed, 
the U.S. Under Secretary of State, Sumner Welles (1937–1943), had assured 
the French government that it could preserve its overseas French empire at 
war’s end. In 1945 President Truman offered similar guarantees.74 The white 
male elite was fully in charge of what was now the world’s dominant super-
power, the United States, with major gatekeeping power even in regard to 
the old European colonial empires.

U.S. National Self-Interest: Oil, Money, and Banking

The imperial ambitions of this Washington elite directly contradicted their 
claim of wanting to prevent the “territorial aggrandizement” of all nations 
in the Atlantic Charter. During World War II, white male diplomats and 
corporate executives worked tirelessly to ensure that when hostilities con-
cluded U.S. economic and military power would sustain unrivalled world 
superpower status. In pursuit of this, U.S. corporate and government lead-
ers infiltrated new geographical and political areas long dominated by the 
British.75

Control of Middle Eastern oil is an illustration of this elite push. By war’s 
end, Britain was no longer the leading influence in oil-rich Saudi Arabia. 
Middle Eastern dominance had shifted to the top U.S. government and 
corporate leaders, substantially owing to efforts of those in the Roosevelt 
administration. The U.S. president met with the dictator of Saudi Arabia, 
who controlled Middle Eastern oil reserves, to work out U.S. dominance 
there. The U.S. elite’s preoccupation with oil even led the poet Archibald 
MacLeish, then Assistant Secretary of State (1944–1945), to write: “the 
peace we seem to be making, will be a peace of oil, a peace of gold, a peace 
of shipping, a peace, in brief . . . without moral purpose.”76 As we document 
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throughout this book, powerful oligopolistic capitalists regularly seek new 
types of overseas imperialism—in this case, more western profitmaking by 
the dispossession of others’ oil resources. They and the government offi-
cials they influence have long used U.S. military might to back this highly 
exploitative process of resource dispossession. Moreover, as here, much U.S. 
postwar imperialism involved non-western peoples, whose domination 
was often racialized in terms of bringing them elements of white western 
“civilization.”

Additionally, in 1944 with war still raging in the Pacific and Europe, the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) was established. Again the U.S. elite 
guaranteed that they would dominate the IMF organization through vot-
ing power directly related to the amount of capital contributed by member 
nations. Unsurprisingly, major IMF decisions about international financial 
matters were typically made without serious dialogue with less powerful 
nations. The IMF came to be controlled by the Group of 7—the principal 
government donors. Consisting of the finance ministers and central bank 
governors of the United States, Canada, France, Britain, Germany, Italy, and 
Japan, plus those of the European Union (EU), this mostly white male club 
has possessed great global economic dominance now for several decades.77

Moreover, the creation of the United Nations in 1945 was presented in 
noble terms—supposedly, to sow seeds of international cooperation and 
prevent wars. However, the mostly white principal founders of the orga-
nization ensured that they—from the imperialist United States, Britain, 
France, and the Soviet Union—would remain in substantial control of this 
supposedly democratic body. The UN Charter essentially gave U.S. govern-
ment leaders a veto of UN actions.78 As we demonstrate in Chapter 4, the 
control that the United States later exerted over UN actions has periodically 
had disastrous consequences for people of color on several continents.

Corporate Power and the Rise of the Military-Industrial Complex

Recall that several researchers have shown that U.S. electoral candidates 
tend to support views popular with wealthy interests, because most rely 
substantially on prosperous backers to get elected. This money often shapes 
who wins major elections. These heavily white and male capitalistic blocs 
“invest” in candidates and have thus long had great political influence. Peri-
odically, from their elected representatives, a majority of ordinary voters 
would doubtless like to see things such as more substantial government 
support for programs like Social Security, Medicare, and unemployment 
insurance that they rely upon. However, since they do not have real control 
over the funding and selection of their representatives, they often do not 
have the required muscle to substantially influence numerous government 
policies they prefer.79
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Despite the fact that under Franklin Roosevelt’s leadership the Demo-
cratic Party became more politically liberal—including in support of social 
welfare programs, unions, civil rights, and business regulation—the party 
leaders were no exception to this investment theory of politics. An influ-
ential coalition of corporate leaders were important in backing the admin-
istration. Especially important were executives of high-tech companies, 
international energy corporations, international media corporations, and 
investment banks—i.e., mostly capital-intensive firms with a multinational 
orientation. In contrast, numerous older and nationally focused large com-
panies mostly stayed with the more conservative Republican Party. In part 
because of this multinational corporate umbrella, a strong international 
“free trade” position and significant involvement in international monetary 
matters were adopted as major strategies by the Roosevelt administration, 
indeed by many Democratic Party officials to the present day.80

Accordingly, a major aim in the World War II era was expansion and 
revitalization of white-run oligopoly capitalism. Ongoing integration 
and cooperation between the capitalistic elite and the Washington polit-
ical elite ensured that the greatest economic beneficiaries of the war were 
mostly powerful white male corporate executives and their large corpora-
tions. Contrary to interpretations of Roosevelt’s New Deal as “too liberal,” 
this period saw a major increase in corporate dominance in government 
affairs. Industrial mobilization, essential to the World War II efforts, 
resulted in wealth converging on a relatively small number of corpora-
tions and associated executives. A  Senate report titled “Economic Con-
centration and World War II” confirmed that while 2,000 corporations 
had competed for government wartime contracts, 40  percent of money 
awarded went to just ten big white-run corporations. Corporate executives 
mostly retained full control of company decision-making during the war, 
even though millions of U.S. workers were organized in unions. From 1938 
onwards, most important economic laws passed by Congress reflected elite 
corporate interests.81

Nonetheless, organized workers did try to fight back. Fixed wages and 
great corporate profits led to a record number of strikes during the war, 
involving millions of workers. Exploited workers in mines, textile factories, 
and other industries took to the picket lines. In 1944, the final full year of 
the war, more strikes took place than in any previous year. Resistance to 
capitalistic classism was commonplace in these years.82

One major enduring result of World War II was the creation of an 
extraordinarily powerful military-industrial complex. As we noted previ-
ously, in the 1950s President Eisenhower, the former general heading the 
Allied military, warned about the dangers of this complex. Since that war, 
it has come to dominate much of the U.S. and global economy and politics. 
The military-industrial complex greatly expanded during World War II, 
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continuing to mushroom in subsequent decades. Consider too the Selective 
Service Draft. Established in the 1940s and ending in 1973, this imposed 
draft gave the top white male decision-makers a relatively unrestricted right 
to send millions of mostly younger men of all backgrounds into military 
training and combat. After 1973 the aggressive military recruiting contin-
ued, this time in a supposedly all-volunteer military force. During this long 
era, old and new forms of mainstream media helped to spread military pro-
paganda to mass audiences in effective ways. A recent analysis of the sub-
texts of this government propaganda during most of the military draft era 
has revealed insights into how the military elite framed the military institu-
tion. Drawing greatly on and reinforcing hegemonic masculinity, in photos 
and other materials the military personnel were routinely represented as 
mainly white, male, heterosexual, and physically powerful. This created an 
unambiguous image of the U.S. armed forces that not only succeeded in 
aggressively foregrounding a type of white hyper-masculinity (and increas-
ing recruitment), but also bolstered the larger elite-white-male dominance 
system and its chief subsystems in the larger society.83

For decades this military-industrial complex has been composed of a 
massive interlocking array of government agencies and corporations prof-
iting from massive government military expenditures. Thousands of com-
panies, large and small, are still linked to the U.S. Department of Defense by 
large, often extremely wasteful military contracts, exchanges of personnel, 
advisory committees, and lobbyists. This setup has been called the “Iron Tri-
angle” because thousands of people are interlinked, and many move from 
job to job in it. They often rotate around its three main job sectors—military 
services jobs, Defense Department jobs, and jobs in military-related indus-
tries. Such incestuous government-corporate networking is commonplace 
and, most importantly, essential to the contemporary operation and inte-
gration of corporate dominance in this society.84

The mostly white male capitalists in the military-industrial complex gen-
erate more or less guaranteed profits for their corporations and stockholders. 
This military-industrial complex has consumed trillions of dollars of public 
tax money, yet such spending is difficult to reduce because of congressional 
and public support, an orientation rooted in part in a sense of global (white) 
dominance. This corporate welfare system is sustained by the fact that military- 
related companies employ people in many congressional districts, and by 
the reality that the companies spend millions lobbying Congress and con-
tributing to congressional campaigns. Even though the “Cold War” with 
the former Soviet Union ended by the 1990s, which destroyed much of the 
official rationale for the huge U.S. military-industrial complex, this com-
plex has aggressively persisted. Moreover, the impact of actual or possible 
cutbacks in U.S. military expenditures is offset by massive U.S. arms sales 
overseas, where major U.S. firms do at least half of the international weapons 
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business. This situation creates what sociologist C. Wright Mills long ago 
called a “permanent war economy,” a situation that not only bolsters con-
temporary capitalism but also white western global dominance.85

White Men Carving Up the World: More Imperialism

Most geopolitical crises threatening the world today have their roots in the 
shifting decisions of the past that have been made by those at the top of 
the now global elite-white-male dominance system. For instance, Russian 
relations with the West reveal how war and aggression occurs in a distinc-
tive loop through which hegemonic white supremacy and masculinity are 
recurringly maintained and legitimated globally, while national rivalries are 
also periodically produced and sustained.86 This has disturbing ramifica-
tions for the prospect of authentic peace, security, and justice across the 
globe now and in the future.

Even today, ongoing tensions between Russia and the West have their 
origins in elite men’s grab for national and personal power at the end of 
World War II. Recall that British Prime Minister Winston Churchill viewed 
western wartime actions as inescapably tied to extending their capitalis-
tic empires. Post-war agreements between him, U.S. President Franklin 
Roosevelt, and the General Secretary of the Soviet Union Joseph Stalin 
(1922–1952) at the famous 1945 Yalta Conference help to explain endur-
ing hostilities between Russia and the West since World War II. At Yalta 
these powerful white men bestowed many areas to the western powers, and 
granted eastern Europe to the Soviet Union, the latter decision resulting in 
Russians immigrating there. These elite decisions, substantially rooted in 
white predatory framing of the colonized societies, continue to generate 
contemporary geopolitical conflicts.87

Conclusion

Certainly, World War II did pit the U.S. and other Allied powers against 
Axis adversaries who proved capable of great genocidal crimes, including 
the massive German Holocaust. Operating from their version of the white 
racial frame, these self-styled white male “Aryans” saw themselves as a 
“superior race” fated to rule much of the world. Nazi Germany was indeed 
an immoral foe. Given such evil adversaries, one can be grateful for those 
who sacrificed to end their rise to global power and to publicly question 
central tenets of their infamous white framing of supposedly superior and 
inferior racial groups.

Nonetheless, as African American leaders such as W. E. B. Du Bois 
explained at the time, there is much more to the long history of white west-
ern atrocities. He put it bluntly: “There was no Nazi atrocity—concentration 
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camps, wholesale maiming and murder, defilement of women and ghastly 
blasphemy of childhood—which the Christian civilization of Europe had 
not long been practicing against colored folk in all parts of the world in the 
name of and for the defense of a Superior Race born to rule the world.”88 
This idea that Adolf Hitler was rivaled in his global and genocidal ambi-
tions by other European and U.S. imperialism is likely a disconcerting 
idea for many white westerners. But the evidence is clear. Just to take one 
example, remember that during the late 19th century reign of King Leop-
old II, white male officials were responsible for the forced labor and mass 
killing of an estimated 10 million Africans in the Belgian-colonized Congo 
Free State. One social critic has asked why the genocidal Leopold has not 
taken his place alongside the genocidal Hitler in U.S. and European school 
curricula.89

Moreover, some have raised the question of whether in the postwar era 
the U.S. government elite has, in its domestic and foreign policies, embod-
ied the liberty-and-justice principles for which World War II was ostensibly 
fought.90 As we show throughout, the answer to this is a definitive “no.” This 
is true not just for the post–World War II era, but for U.S. history gener-
ally. From their national and overseas depredations over current and pre-
vious centuries, and backed by the institutions they head, powerful white 
(male) capitalists have regularly gained vast profits, which have translated 
for them into great institutional power as well as reinforced the individ-
ual and societal realities of white masculinity and superiority. As a result 
of this hegemonic white power, there are still numerous oppressed groups 
within and beyond U.S. borders that suffer extensive economic exploitation 
and political domination. In recent decades, frequently under the rubrics of 
neoliberal austerity or privatization directed at capitalistic restructuring of 
societies, a succession of racial-class assaults have been carried out against 
people of color globally.

Neither protecting destitute citizens in faraway lands (such as European 
Jews), nor the preservation of the celebrated ideal of “nonintervention in 
the affairs of other nations,” were the most important impetuses among the 
U.S. leadership for entering and winning World War II. In their long impe-
rialistic histories, Allied governments had not often typified the “freedom” 
and “democracy” values for which they supposedly fought that war. As for 
the U.S. white male elite specifically, framing the United States as a virtuous 
democratic guardian of oppressed citizens in Nazi-occupied Europe was 
highly inaccurate and hypocritical. The racist and sexist framing and dis-
criminatory treatment that they and ordinary white men have directed at 
people of color, Jews, white women, and others has been constant through-
out U.S. history. Indeed, the ultimate triumph of the Allied powers over the 
Axis powers was never intended by those in control to be the major blow to 
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white racism, imperialism, and militarism that many wartime advocates of 
the “war for democracy” would have us believe.

Here we challenge with much evidence the commonplace framing of 
U.S. wartime leaders as highly virtuous white men, as being centrally con-
cerned with authentic freedom and justice values. Instead, we observe that 
they were frequently unresponsive to the extreme suffering of millions of 
fellow human beings. U.S. foreign policy as dictated by these white men has 
usually been racialized and masculinized in character and consistent with 
U.S. imperial and capitalistic interests before, during, and after World War II.
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In the contemporary era, no national government or other interventionist 
group has even come close to matching the U.S. record on political and 
economic intervention in the affairs of other societies. In the last chapter we 
cited earlier examples of this global intervention by powerful white men in 
the federal government and heading up major corporations. Understanding 
well the harsh realities of U.S. foreign policy, especially in regard to coun-
tries predominantly composed of people of color, requires that one adopt 
an analytical perspective emphasizing and assessing key elements of sys-
temic white racism, which is still essential and foundational to white global 
dominance. Additionally, this global imperialistic enterprise not only has 
been systemically racist but, as we have frequently seen in previous chap-
ters, is usually oligopolistically capitalistic and heavily masculinist. Repeat-
edly, in case after case of U.S. imperialism, past and present, an accent on 
virile white manhood has been conspicuous in the actions of white political 
and economic leaders and their principal acolytes.

To recoup perceived injuries to the white manhood of the U.S. elite, 
and to keep people of color globally in their “place,” these powerful men 
have long worked assiduously to fortify their often masculinized foreign 
and domestic policies. Unsurprisingly, most overseas interventions have 
involved manly and military violence to achieve U.S. national goals. Our 
goal in this chapter is to now examine major examples from a more recent 
era of imperialistic U.S. intervention overseas. There are many to choose, but 
we have space to detail only a few. We begin with major military coups that 
the highest federal officials, virtually all white men, were heavily involved 
in—the 1953 Iranian coup, the 1954 Guatemalan coup, and the 1973 Chil-
ean coup. These U.S.-facilitated coups have had lasting impacts that greatly 
shape global politics to the present day.

U.S. Imperialism: Iranian and Guatemalan Military Coups

Consider the 1953 Iranian military coup against democratically elected 
Iranian Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh (1952–1953). Initially, 
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President Harry Truman (1945–1953) declined an official British offer to 
jointly solve the “problem” of this elected prime minister who would not 
acquiesce in British and U.S. goals for exploiting Iran’s oil. However, the 
next president, Republican Dwight Eisenhower (1953–1961), was more 
imperialistic and agreed to get U.S. government agencies secretly involved 
in the expansion of U.S. oil-related capitalism.

This imperialistic involvement in Asia was also substantially shaped by 
the dominant racialized and white-masculinized framing of U.S. goals. For 
example, during the years 1949–1950 China and South Korea fell to Com-
munist control, and the Democratic Party, in power at the time, paid an 
election price for this result. In the 1952 presidential election former Gen-
eral Dwight Eisenhower, a Republican, won. One reason was that many 
voters, especially the then-dominant bloc of white male voters, viewed the 
Chinese and Koreans out of a racial framing as “backward” and “weak,” 
for only weak men would allow Communism to prosper. U.S. diplomacy 
and military policy under Eisenhower was permeated with noticeably 
hyper-masculine values and terms. Brinkmanship was the idea that the 
world’s capitalistic and Communist countries were perpetually on the 
threshold of nuclear war. Massive retaliation was the phrase for reacting to 
an enemy country’s military action “with an all-out attack.” Rollback was the 
term for pushing back the Soviet Union’s sphere of European influence. All 
implied a certain white masculine assertiveness and virtuousness. Indeed, 
the manly President Eisenhower, the former top military general, was seen 
by many Americans as an iron-fisted defender against the challenges of 
international Communism.1

In this atmosphere local political uprisings, many of them popular and 
relatively democratic, were seen by Washington’s white male leaders as a 
threat to their global power—and implicitly to their white manhood per-
spective. Stephen Kinzer, a researcher of U.S. interventions, has outlined the 
parallels between two big U.S.-engineered political coups of the 1950s—the 
1953 Iranian and 1954 Guatemalan coups. Both countries had democrati-
cally elected leaders who were not U.S.-controlled. (They were also not con-
trolled by the Soviet Union—the myth often constructed by the U.S. elite 
to defend interventions.) The so-called transgressions of these democratic 
leaders were in deciding to put their people’s interests ahead of those of 
U.S. and European government and corporate elites. Specifically, they often 
dared to insist their countries’ natural resources belonged to their own citi-
zens and not to white American and European corporations.2

In the case of Iran’s elected prime minister Mosaddegh, the U.S. Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) later acknowledged that the 1953 Iranian coup 
was carried out “as an act of U.S. foreign policy, conceived and approved 
at the highest levels of government.”3 Under Eisenhower’s control, the 
CIA was in charge of the antidemocratic coup’s implementation, which 
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included bribing high-ranking Iranian officials, as well as launching a 
biased propaganda campaign against the democratically elected Iranian 
government.4 In the buildup to the western imperialistic coup, conflict 
had emerged over the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC), a British 
corporation that had exclusive control of Iranian petroleum reserves, a 
result of past British imperialism. Widespread Iranian dissatisfaction with 
the AIOC was rooted in that corporation’s exploitative policies. Initially, 
Iranian Prime Minister Mosaddegh sought only to reduce the corpora-
tion’s exclusive control over Iran’s reserves. The company’s refusal even 
to accommodate the Iranian government’s modest requests resulted in 
Iran nationalizing its oil industry and expelling nonnational corporate 
representatives.5

Following the 1953 U.S.-British-generated coup, an autocratic military 
government replaced Mosaddegh, leading the way for the rule of the “Shah” 
of Iran. An obsequious U.S. ally, he depended on U.S. military support to 
retain his dictatorship.6 The coup generated great anti-U.S. opinion through-
out the Middle East. The Iranian people eventually rebelled; their 1979 
overthrow of the brutal Shah marked the emergence of the country’s often 
anti-western theocratic rulers. Many analysts have noted that the Septem-
ber 11, 2001 attacks on the United States can be traced in part to the impact 
in the Middle East of the 1953 Iranian coup engineered by the CIA, since 
the Shah’s reign and eventual demise encouraged anti-U.S. radicals in the 
region. If democracy had been allowed to flourish much earlier, Iran might 
have become an example to other countries there. The 1953 anti-democratic  
military coup is a clear example of how organized U.S. imperialistic intru-
sions have had devastating long-term effects.7

In the case of Guatemala, the U.S. power elite once again backed the 
toppling of another democratically elected leader, President Jacobo Árbenz 
(1951–1954). The country’s economy had long been substantially controlled 
by white male executives heading up just one U.S. corporation, the United 
Fruit Company, which had powerful connections to the Washington elite. 
Influential white men in the Eisenhower administration sat on its corpo-
rate board or were otherwise intimately linked to it. U.S. Secretary of State 
John Foster Dulles (1953–1959) was once an attorney for the corporation.8 
U.S. capitalists’ interests were threatened when President Árbenz pushed 
progressive land reform. The resulting law required United Fruit Company 
to sell much of the country’s best uncultivated land to the Guatemalan gov-
ernment. The company’s executives convinced Eisenhower administration 
officials that the democratically elected government was “antagonistic” to 
U.S. corporate interests (profits) and falsely portrayed Árbenz as an “instru-
ment” of the Soviet Union. This was the Cold War era, and these powerful 
white men were mostly anti-Communists for whom fabricating political 
lies about a country’s situation was unimportant.9
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Those Guatemalan military leaders doing the killing often had support 
from U.S. intelligence officials. Taking their directives directly from Wash-
ington’s elite leadership, the CIA and the U.S. ambassador there backed the 
autocratic Guatemalan military leaders in the coup. During the “Cold War” 
with the Soviet Union, these elite men favored the government doing what-
ever it took to impede real or mythical Soviet influence.10

The U.S. Intervention in Vietnam and Chile

The presidents immediately after Eisenhower continued as “Cold War-
riors.” The only non-Protestant president, the Catholic John Kennedy (1961– 
1963), was regularly represented in assertively masculine terms—including 
in his own representations. Under Kennedy, white men would “boldly go” 
where they had not gone before, as could be seen in his administration’s 
talk of space travel that would signify white male courage. In opposition 
to Cuban leader Fidel Castro, Kennedy’s foreign policy emphasized the 
old Theodore Roosevelt virtues of white male supremacy over peoples of 
color who had the gall to assert their freedom from U.S. political-economic 
control. This strong accent on white manhood was illustrated in the 1961 
Cuban Missile Crisis, where Kennedy “stood tall” against Cuban and Soviet 
leaders. Similarly, the aggressive white-male-savior postures of presidents 
Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson (1963–1969) helped to get the country 
involved in a disastrous new war in Vietnam.11

Johnson and other white men high in his administration decided to 
engage heavily in the Vietnam War for what were, yet again, substantially 
hyper-masculine reasons. In 1965 John McNaughton, a high official in John-
son’s administration, crafted a report explaining the reasons for intervention: 
“70% to avoid a humiliating blow to our reputation; 20% to keep the area 
from China; and 10% to bring the people of South Vietnam a better, freer 
way of life.”12 Johnson viewed the Vietnam war in a very masculine way:

He saw the war as a test of his own manliness. In LBJ’s world there 
were weak and strong men; the weak men were the skeptics, who sat 
around contemplating, talking, criticizing; the strong men were the 
doers, the activists, the ones who were tough and always refused to 
back down.13

Opponents of the war were often described, as with previous wars, as ane-
mic, effeminate, or homosexual.

President Richard Nixon (1969–1974) continued this tradition of 
hyper-masculine Cold Warriors in regard to the Vietnam War. Thus, in 
the 1970s the lesson he, like other top white male leaders, took from the 
U.S. defeat in this war was that “America had fallen victim to a debilitating 
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‘syndrome’ of passivity and weakness.”14 That is, there was a failure in 
(white) manliness. Additionally, Nixon and imperialistic advisors like Henry 
Kissinger pursued efforts against democratically elected governments that 
were committed to controlling their natural resources by reducing U.S. con-
trol over them. Thus, Chile’s Salvador Allende (1970–1973), a democrati-
cally elected president, also fell prey to an anti-democratic intervention of 
the U.S. elite, in this case white male officials in the Nixon administration. 
Coveted Chilean natural resources were controlled by highly exploitative 
U.S. and European corporations. With a goal of improving his people’s living 
conditions, the democratically elected President Allende began to nation-
alize the Chilean land holdings of these companies. Prominent members of 
the conservative Chilean elite were outraged and met with U.S. Secretary 
of State Kissinger (1973–1977). Shortly afterwards, Nixon determined that 
Allende’s tenure as an elected president had to be ended, if necessary by U.S. 
intervention.15 In addition to concerns that U.S. corporate interests would 
be harmed by Allende’s democratic policies, top Nixon administration offi-
cials feared that he would embolden other Latin American leaders to “bring 
about socialism by democratic means” and thereby reduce U.S. economic 
and political imperialism in Latin America.16

In the aptly titled article “The Other 9/11,” a former CIA agent who 
was dispatched to Chile to facilitate the autocratic military coup there has 
discussed his agency’s role. He described major U.S. support for General 
Augusto Pinochet, the leader of the military junta that overthrew Allende 
and who then ruled over Chile with great brutality from 1974 to 1990. He 
further explained that the CIA directives came from the White House, 
including for economic and political sabotage. With strong (white) mas-
culinist language, Nixon vigorously instructed his administration to make 
the Chilean economy “scream,” so that a military coup would ensure the 
removal of the elected president. Washington’s white male elite inaugurated 
an economic blockade and thwarted Allende’s attempts to secure loans 
from international organizations also controlled by powerful white men. 
Later on, investigators concluded that thousands were assaulted and killed 
by Pinochet’s brutal minions.17

Arrogant White Interventionists: Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger

Arrogant hyper-masculinity is often obvious in powerful white men, for 
they brook no criticism and many have had great power for long periods. 
Consider National Security Advisor (1969–1975) and Secretary of State 
(1973–1977) Henry Kissinger. In these positions under presidents Nixon 
and Gerald Ford, and as an advisor of other presidents, Kissinger controlled 
much U.S. foreign policy at the height of the Cold War. His “tough-minded” 
white masculinity often translated into policy action of a white imperialist 
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variety. In spite of his Nobel Peace Prize, several critics have portrayed him 
as in some ways an international war criminal because of certain shadowy 
or questionable Cold War dealings, including the clandestine bombing of 
Cambodia during the Vietnam war.18

Given that the white men at the top do not generally tolerate censure, and 
because they generally see their actions as valid and involving civic duty, 
the full consequences of Kissinger’s tactical and ethical failures have largely 
been hidden from the public. A reflective Kissinger, for example, might want 
to reconsider his defense of the saturation bombing of Cambodia given the 
estimated 150,000 noncombatants killed by U.S. bombs.19 Even late in his 
life, the pivotal role he played in Chile, Cambodia, and other such impe-
rialistic bloodshed was still substantially whitewashed. He long remained 
a “distinguished” Harvard professor, foreign policy advisor, and media 
expert.20 In numerous books he defended realpolitik in U.S. foreign policy. 
Realpolitik is a German word for a very masculinist form of international 
power politics centered mainly on considerations of global U.S. suprem-
acy rather than democratic ideology and ethical principles. Unsurprisingly, 
Kissinger’s “tough-minded” brand of U.S. realpolitik resulted in contentious 
U.S. political decisions. Moreover, prizing an increase in national power, 
Kissinger once remarked that “power is the ultimate aphrodisiac.”21

In many ways Kissinger has become a major symbol of arrogant white 
male western imperialism, as seen in his support, alongside President Nixon, 
for West Pakistan’s military dictatorship in East Pakistan. The scholar Gary 
Bass has detailed the U.S. role in the 1971 massacre of Hindu Bengalis in 
East Pakistan by the Pakistani leader there. Nixon and Kissinger were stead-
fast supporters of this brutal leader, even though U.S. diplomats warned 
them of an impending genocide being orchestrated by him. International 
geopolitics, reflecting the arrogant masculinity style, played a decisive role 
in U.S. support for this Pakistani architect of genocide and a hatred for the 
female leader of Bangladesh’s struggle for independence, Indira Gandhi. 
Behind closed doors, Nixon referred to Gandhi as a “bitch” and a “witch.” 
Acting as a man’s man, Nixon preferred the whisky-drinking Pakistani gen-
eral. On advice from Kissinger, Nixon sent military planes and weapons to 
Pakistan, even though he knew this violated U.S. law.22 The resulting geno-
cidal massacre of Hindu Bengalis in East Pakistan is sadly reminiscent of 
the story of the United States’ mostly elite-white-male leadership in regard 
to the 1990s Rwandan genocide (see below). 

Kissinger and Nixon might also have been responsible for far more 
spilled blood had the Soviet Union’s leadership retaliated to certain U.S. 
anti-Soviet interventions with their nuclear bombs, which was a possibility 
at the time. But in a world where elite white men rule, such reckless and 
masculinist political gambling is often lionized or hidden from the public.23
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More Hyper-Masculinity: The Reagan and Bush Eras

With the elections of Ronald Reagan (1981–1989) and George H. W. Bush 
(1989–1993), the Cold War received a new dose of aggressive white mas-
culine policymaking and action targeting the Soviet Union. Space-based 
anti-missile systems (i.e., Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative) were no lon-
ger science fiction. Supporters of Reagan—a former gunfighter in movies—
and George H. W. Bush have credited their Cold Warrior masculinity poses 
with ending the Cold War with the Soviet Union in 1985–1991. However, 
this crediting seriously neglects the important role of the General Secretary 
of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbachev (1985–
1991), and his policies of glasnost and perestroika (Soviet restructuring for 
more social and economic freedom).24

In this era of warrior masculinity in government action, numerous mov-
ies and other media efforts attempted to reassure a concerned public that its 
white male patriarchs and heroes still knew best. In the 1980s Reagan-era 
entertainment industry, the virtuous white male prevailed over effeminate 
or degenerate foes. Movie protagonists played by movie icons like Harrison 
Ford, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and Sylvester Stallone were recurring sym-
bols of white male prowess. The scholar Randy Laist put it thus:

The father figure these Reaganite fantasies elevates to godlike prior-
ity symbolizes not only the integrity of the United States itself as a 
world power or Reagan himself as a benevolent patriarch, but also 
an entire metaphysical condition of stability and coherence. . . . If an 
emerging climate of globalism, multiculturalism, and feminism had 
threatened the white male’s cultural supremacy, the Cold War pro-
vides a metanarrative that consolidates power in the hands of the 
father while simultaneously anchoring reality itself to a stable set of 
familiar coordinates.25

The Soviet Union was replaced in 1991 by a smaller Russian-dominated 
confederation that has continued in great political tension with the United 
States; white male leaders in both countries still periodically engage in 
assertive masculinity posturing.

Later on, the U.S. victory in the 1991 Gulf War (over control of Middle 
Eastern oil resources) under the direction of President George H. W. Bush, 
reinforced customary views of male toughness and wartime gallantry, 
served to quash antiwar discourse, and to some degree made up for previous 
assaults on white male superiority that came from the U.S. defeat in Viet-
nam by Asian men believed, then and often now, to be racially inferior and 
effeminate. In these events, repeatedly, we observe the close intertwining in 
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male decision-makers’ minds of strong masculinist framing, white racial 
framing, and an elite classist framing that emphasizes the constant need for 
U.S. capitalistic expansion globally.26

The Imperialistic Wars of George W. Bush

A decade later, another President Bush engaged in two more wars that sig-
naled more U.S. imperialism in the Middle East. George W. Bush assumed 
the presidency in 2001, and the removal of Iraq’s dictator, Saddam Hussein, 
was made a priority in his national security meetings.27 In defense of an 
imperialistic invasion, Bush and his mostly white male colleagues inten-
tionally tried to deceive the Congress and public into believing that Hussein 
and the 9/11 terrorist leader Osama Bin Laden were allies, even though they 
were enemies.28

Two days before the Iraq invasion, a Washington Post headline read, 
“Bush Clings to Dubious Allegations about Iraq.” The authors of the article 
noted that the administration was prepared to attack even though its allega-
tions against Hussein had been challenged by U.S. intelligence reports, the 
UN, and European governments. However, so powerful is the Washington 
white elite that this significant article was buried deep in the newspaper. Yet, 
there was no evidence that Hussein had anything to do with the 9/11 attacks 
or possessed weapons of mass destruction. State Department officials and 
intelligence officials in the Department of Energy, which deals with nuclear 
issues, were among those dissenting from the administration’s official line. 
They were silenced.29

Ever since, influential white voices have tried to recast the Bush adminis-
tration’s deliberate lies and misrepresentations as innocent errors. Laurence 
Silberman, a judge who co-chaired the 2004 Weapons of Mass Destruc-
tion Commission, is among these. In one article he claimed, inaccurately, 
that no one in Washington presented contrary evidence to the intelligence 
community before the invasion. Charles Duelfer, who led a post-invasion 
fact-finding mission, was also among the voices.30 In these cases we witness 
powerful white men defining what political virtue is, who is virtuous, and 
where and when there is virtue. According to the narrative they weaved, 
Bush was innocently mistaken. For centuries white male decision-makers 
have portrayed themselves as tough-minded, heroic, and righteous, even as 
they often generate destruction and misery throughout the world. Note too 
that in this process most white men show little awareness of the problemat-
ical racial, class, or gender framing of their actions.

Many influential white men, especially conservatives, were far less gener-
ous when it came to President Barack Obama’s (2009–2017) impact on Iraq. 
One scholar summed this up: “The rhetoric against the Obama Administra-
tion is quite robust in its harshness.”31 Some Republicans publicly suggested 
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that, had Obama not withdrawn U.S. forces from Iraq, then the Prime Min-
ister Nouri al-Maliki (2006–2014) would not have been able to brutally 
repress the Sunni Islamic minority there, and hence radicalize them further. 
The truth is less convenient. Bush had strongly supported al-Maliki since 
2006 and aggressively worked to get his predecessor ousted from office. The 
influential white men who have been so critical of Obama’s actions seem to 
have forgotten that President Bush was actually responsible for the agree-
ment that paved the way for the U.S. withdrawal in 2011.32 Moreover, a bitter 
legacy of the Bush presidency was that the 2003 Iraq invasion and change 
of control from Sunni leader Saddam Hussein to a Shiite-controlled state 
eventually served as a means for al-Qaeda to enter Iraq and restart a Sunni- 
led resistance movement, commonly known in the West as the Islamic 
State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), and in the Arab world by its Arabic language 
acronym Daesh. Indeed, prior to the invasion the U.S. National Intelligence 
Council had told Bush that an Iraq war could lead to an anti-U.S. uprising 
and strengthen support for Middle Eastern terrorism.33 Yet Bush and Vice 
President Dick Cheney (2001–2009) pressed ahead aggressively, with much 
hyper-masculine posturing in regard to bringing “freedom” to Iraq. Exam-
ining speeches by both presidents Bush, one sociologist has concluded that 
father and son relied substantially on the important gestures and language 
of vigorous white masculinity to effectively peddle their unnecessary Mid-
dle Eastern wars.34

The 2003 invasion of Iraq serves as one of many examples of white 
hyper-masculinity in the United States, past and present. This example 
brings us to a paradox: Unrelenting white domination of people of color 
disguised as the pursuit of democracy. For instance, when publicly speaking 
of his desire to remove dictator Saddam Hussein from power and eradicate 
Iraq’s ability to develop weapons of mass destruction, President Bush enthu-
siastically spoke of a “world democratic movement,” the “global democratic 
revolution,” and the “forward strategy of freedom,” all of which depended 
on nondemocratic U.S. military power.35 Observe in Bush’s words the dura-
ble view among white male conquerors that they have a natural right to 
invade or seize new worlds in the name of “superior” western culture. The 
global imperialistic enterprises here were, yet again, simultaneously capi-
talistic, systemically racist, and heavily gendered.36 For centuries a U.S. or 
European grab for control of strategic materials and resources has resulted 
in a constant succession of wars and other unrelenting attacks on peoples of 
color throughout the world.

Additionally, throughout this book we have underscored the importance 
of the non-white-male Americans who have been allowed by white men 
into the lower reaches of the power elite. Since the 1970s token numbers of 
men and women of color and modest numbers of white women have played 
an increasingly significant role in sustaining and perpetuating the societal 
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institutions, with their often oppressive norms and other structures, put 
into place historically by dominant white men. Unsurprisingly, thus, much 
white-male historical mythology and societal framing have been drilled 
into the heads of Americans of color and white women by the mainstream 
media, in schooling, and in other socialization institutions. Many elements 
of the dominant racial, class, and gender frames are learned, even some-
times aggressively embraced, by most people who are socialized into this 
elite-white-male dominated society.

Consider briefly two African Americans who served in the George W. 
Bush administration—Colin Powell as Secretary of State (2001–2005) and 
Condoleezza Rice (2001–2005) as National Security Advisor and then Sec-
retary of State. Both operated to a significant degree from a mainstream 
white framing of national and international matters, and both helped, 
knowingly or unwittingly, to frame the fraudulent reasons for the 2003 U.S.-
led invasion of Iraq.37 Colin Powell was heavily involved in, and strongly 
defended, Bush administration decision-making about entry into the impe-
rialistic Iraq War. Condoleezza Rice was Powell’s successor as Secretary of 
State. She personally approved a CIA petition to use torture on suspected 
terrorists. Her role was reportedly far more substantial than she admitted in 
testimony to the Senate Armed Services Committee.38 Arguably like other 
female acolytes of the white male elite, to rise in their ranks and culture, Rice 
appears to have adopted some hegemonically masculine attributes, includ-
ing a “tough-minded” supporting of unchecked violence against a possible 
enemy. In the examples of Rice and Powell we observe that in the lower tier 
of the U.S. elite, or just below that elite, are often important enforcers and 
coordinators of the racial, class, and gender subsystems of the elite-white-
male dominance system.

Moreover, arrogance on the part of the political members of the mostly 
white elite, or of their major political assistants, seems to regularly arise 
from their unreflective sense of holding superior white-western values 
and framing of international issues. Without this conventional and highly 
biased elite-white-male framing, leading U.S. policymakers might have 
listened to those who opposed the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq—and thereby 
saved a great many American and Middle Eastern lives.

Western Intervention in the Middle East

A major example of recent geopolitical crises being linked to white men’s 
much earlier grab for global resources can be seen in the 1916 Sykes-Picot 
Agreement affecting the Middle East. This clandestine arrangement divided 
the Arab provinces of the defeated Ottoman Empire into British and French 
spheres of imperialistic influence. The British elite was interested in the 
region’s petroleum; the French elite sought entrance to Mediterranean 
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harbors.39 Again we observe the aggressive predatory ethic of western cap-
italism in operation. Essential to this example of “free enterprise” was a 
destructive, gluttonous, and narcissistic orientation that asserted the rights 
of the mostly white, male, and Christian elite over other lands and peoples 
of quite different backgrounds—in this case, the mostly Arab and/or Mus-
lim peoples of the Middle East.

In 1916 the elite European diplomats Mark Sykes and François Georges- 
Picot crafted this Sykes-Picot Agreement; they mostly ignored existing 
regional ethnic identities, tribal cultures, and theological divisions in carv-
ing up the region for European profit. Without consideration of local histo-
ries, their agreement resulted in splitting up significant ethnic groups among 
different countries (e.g., Kurds), while also forcing different unfriendly reli-
gious sects to live side-by-side. These elite white diplomats are long gone, 
but the western dominance they created or buttressed continues to greatly 
affect the Middle East. Indeed, for many Muslims the Sykes-Picot Agree-
ment marked what they perceive to be a modern western Christian crusade 
against them.40

From this discriminatory 1916 agreement to the much later 2003 U.S.-
led invasion of Iraq and beyond, Middle Eastern Muslim leaders have 
denounced the West for many alleged wrongs. The recurring grab for con-
trol of strategic petroleum and other resources has resulted in a constant 
succession of Middle Eastern wars. How arrogant was Vice President Dick 
Cheney, when prior to the Iraqi invasion that deposed Saddam Hussein 
he boasted, “We will  .  .  . be greeted as liberators.”41 White neoconserva-
tives, including Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld, wanted Hussein removed 
from his position long before the invasion. Petroleum resources were cen-
tral. In the 1990s, Cheney—then CEO of Halliburton, a large oil service 
company—remarked that “The good Lord didn’t see fit to put oil and gas 
only where there are democratically elected regimes friendly to the United 
States.”42 Later, as vice president, he led a task force involving clandestine 
meetings with major oil company executives. Such private meetings clearly 
signal how the economic and political actors in the dominant white oligar-
chy routinely collaborate behind the scenes.

The U.S.-led invasion of Iraq was dubbed “Operation Iraqi Freedom” by 
Washington’s political elite. When publicly speaking of his desire to remove 
Hussein from power and eradicate Iraq’s ability to develop alleged weapons 
of mass destruction, President George W. Bush enthusiastically spoke of 
a “global democratic revolution” and the “forward strategy of freedom,” 
but these efforts actually depended on a nondemocratic decision by mostly 
white U.S. officials to invade a country considered by many to be racially or 
culturally inferior. Echoing the opinions of the mostly white male neocon-
servative intellectuals and government leaders, Bush misrepresented the 
invasion as part of supposed U.S. “missions of rescue and liberation on 
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nearly every continent.”43 Notice again here the power elite’s control over 
language used to describe what is in fact something else—for example, the 
deflecting language of “freedom” and “democratic” for U.S. imperialistic 
invasions. The enduring view among these white male conquerors is that 
they have a natural right to seize new worlds in the name of “superior” 
white western culture, with its mythological commitment to democracy. 
Repeatedly, these white men thought they had the right to define globally 
what political-economic virtue is. Their global imperialistic enterprises 
were, then as now, not only capitalistic but often white-racist and heavily 
gendered. Both elite and non-elite whites in the West have long profited 
from the exploitation of the material resources of peoples of color across 
the globe.

Unsurprisingly, such western imperialism has been regularly chal-
lenged, including by militant groups such as the aforementioned ISIS 
(now self-styled IS). Indeed, their goal is the obliteration of the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement of 1916 that defined state borders in the greater part of the 
contemporary Middle East. The Sunni group’s later name change to sim-
ply Islamic State is significant in that they have removed the reference to 
Iraq and Syria as separate countries. This assertive naming is directly related 
to the 1916 agreement forced by western powers on this mostly Muslim 
region. IS has celebrated their tearing down of the barricade forming part of 
the European-imposed boundary between Iraq and Syria.44 Cruel, violent, 
and hyper-masculine themselves, the IS leaders have understood the west-
ern countries’ leaders’ historical competition for the exploitation of Middle 
Eastern resources.

Moreover, since the September  2001 attacks on the United States and 
other terroristic attacks on the U.K. and France since, ordinary citizens of 
these countries, among other non-elites in white-dominated nations, have 
been asked to back war and aggression for obscure reasons, reduce dis-
sent, and surrender rights and liberties in the interest of “national security.” 
Notwithstanding rhetoric to the contrary, seemingly nonracialized security 
initiatives by western elites are replete with religious, cultural, ethnic, and 
racial discourses and policies, as is evidenced in the contemporary profiling 
and criminalization of Arabs, Muslims, and others by influential white pol-
iticians in numerous western countries.

The Rwandan Genocide: Racialized Elite Responses

The 1990s saw the election of a Democratic president, Bill Clinton, whose 
presidency continued to encourage government and corporate leaders to 
be involved in pursuit of elite U.S. interests overseas. Consider the very 
important example of the large-scale genocide—one of the largest in human 
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history—that took place in the African country of Rwanda, a western-colonized  
country that only became independent of Belgium in 1962. This is a major 
example of how elite-white-male dominance operates globally, especially 
toward people of color.

In 1994 extremists from one Rwandan ethnic group, the Hutu, murdered 
at least 800,000 Rwandans who were predominately from another ethnic 
group, the Tutsi. The origins of this genocidal slaughter are to be found sub-
stantially in that country’s long colonial history. Pre-colonial ethnic antag-
onisms between the Hutu and Tutsi were strengthened during the Belgian 
colonial domination there after World War I. Using a divide-and-conquer 
strategy, the white Belgian invaders bestowed on the Tutsi minority a social 
status superior to the Hutu majority. However, contrary to remarks of influ-
ential U.S. policymakers during the 1990s genocide, made to justify U.S. 
abandoning of Rwandans, major intergroup violence between the Tutsi and 
Hutu groups was actually unusual in pre-colonial times.45

Before the end of their colonial rule, as retribution for the Tutsi leading 
Rwanda’s independence drive, Belgian officials reassigned their preferen-
tial treatment to the Hutu majority. Juvénal Habyarimana, a Hutu, became 
the country’s president. Later, in the 1980s, organized Tutsi exiles invaded 
Rwanda. In 1993 President Habyarimana did accept a peace treaty under 
whose terms the Tutsi political organization and the Hutu-led Rwandan 
government would share political power. However, in April 1994 a jet carry-
ing the Rwandan president was shot down, and he was killed. The following 
day Hutu extremists unleashed mass violence against the Tutsi and more 
moderate Hutus who embraced peaceful reconciliation, thereby beginning 
a massive genocide.46

Much of the white world’s elite initially paid little attention. The coura-
geous Canadian General Roméo Dallaire, then commander of the United 
Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR), brought attention to 
the international white media’s lack of interest in the fate of these thousands 
of black Africans. Comparing genocidal actions in Africa to the European 
war crimes happening about the same time in the Balkans war in the former 
Yugoslavia and getting great western attention and intervention, Dallaire 
astutely wrote: “There were more people killed, injured, internally displaced 
and turned into refugees in 100 days in Rwanda than during the six years of 
the Yugoslav campaign. It was as if those people didn’t count.”47 One major 
example of such indifference involved 2,000 people who took refuge at a 
Catholic school. Guarding these Rwandans were Belgian soldiers, but they 
were dispatched away to assist in the exodus of their white “expats” there. 
The Rwanda survivors described the genocidal slaughter at the school that 
followed, and the white western notion that Africans are less valuable than 
Europeans became brutally apparent.48
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Considering those officials who crafted the U.S. response to this Rwandan 
genocide, we observe at the top of the power pyramid very powerful white 
men. These included President Bill Clinton (1993–2001), White House 
National Security Council (NSC) official Richard Clarke (1992–2003), and 
Secretary of State Warren Christopher (1993–1997), all of whom shaped the 
feeble U.S. response to this large-scale genocide.

With declassification of documents, we now know a fuller story of what 
happened with the U.S. response, including the role of principal assistants 
to these elite men. These latter implementing officials included Ambassa-
dor to the UN Madeleine Albright (1993–1997); Susan Rice, Clarke’s NSC 
deputy during the genocide; Christine Shelley, a state department spokes-
person; Presidential Press Secretary Mike McCurry (1994–1998); and Don-
ald Steinberg, a key presidential adviser. These important assistants to the 
top political elite helped to frame a fraudulent story of the U.S. response to 
the genocide that fit U.S. national interests and the enduring myth of supe-
rior white western virtuousness. There is a general phenomenon here to be 
noted, too. The immediate subordinates of top elite decision-makers usually 
seek to foster the latter group’s political and economic interests. Indeed, the 
elite constantly depends on them to help enforce and coordinate the com-
plex and extensive elite-white-male dominance system that, as is clear here, 
has a great global reach. While the elite’s immediate subordinates tend to be 
disproportionately white and male, over the last few decades modest num-
bers of people of color and white women have moved into some important 
elite-support positions, as we see here.

In the Rwanda case, money was a clear measure of how little importance 
the elites and their subordinate officials placed on the genocide. For exam-
ple, at the outset, the UN requested that the Clinton administration provide 
trucks for an evacuation of vulnerable Rwandans, but White House offi-
cials vacillated over who would foot the modest bill. In stark contrast, for 
an assortment of U.S. political and economic reasons, the aforementioned 
cases of Iran and Guatemala in the 1950s and Chile in the 1970s were of 
far greater importance to, and got much more attention from, Washington 
policymakers and U.S. corporations.

Elite Racial Framing: “Some . . . More Human Than Others”

The United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR) was estab-
lished by the UN Security Council in 1993. UN peacekeepers under Gen-
eral Dallaire were mandated to observe the Rwandan ceasefire and help 
fulfill a peace agreement between the Hutu-controlled government and the 
Tutsi rebel group, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF). However, from the 
beginning, UNAMIR did not have the western and other political, logis-
tical, and monetary backing it needed. Months before genocidal violence 
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began, Dallaire and his UN superior had incessantly, and often unsuccess-
fully, petitioned UN headquarters for necessary equipment.49 In a later 
book, Dallaire summed up lessons from the Rwandan events:

We need to re-emphasize the principle of justice for all, so that no 
one for even a moment will make the ethical and moral mistake of 
ranking some humans as more human than others, a mistake that the 
international community endorsed by its indifference in 1994.50

Ever since, Dallaire has been critical of top U.S., European, and UN officials 
for their racialized and unethical indifference to black Rwandans.

In important ways the negative white racial framing of Africa and Afri-
cans served as one basis for western powers’ complicity in this genocide. The 
readiness of white political leaders and other white officials to define the lives 
of black Rwandans as less valuable than white Europeans and Americans 
signaled a racist framing in ways similar to the dominant white framing of 
black Americans over centuries. For example, in 1964 the white-controlled 
U.S. media were unusually riveted on Philadelphia, Mississippi, where white 
men in the Ku Klux Klan and at least one white police officer conspired to 
murder civil rights workers, one black and two white. Civil rights leader Ella 
Baker was asked to comment on these brutal murders: “The unfortunate 
thing is that it took this [the murder of two whites]  .  .  . to make the rest 
of the country turn its eyes on the fact that there were other [black] bod-
ies lying in the swamps of Mississippi.”51 Unfortunately, Baker’s words are 
applicable to the dramatically different official U.S. responses to the Rwan-
dan genocide in Africa and the Bosnian war crimes in southern Europe that 
occurred about the same time. The former genocide involved many black 
deaths; the latter genocide involved many white deaths.

The focal point of much U.S. white elite framing of foreign affairs has been 
the view that white officials have a right to intervene, or to not intervene, 
in the affairs of other countries whenever they deem their vital political- 
economic interests to be at stake. Sitting in government and UN offices in 
Washington, New York, London, or Paris, mostly white elite officials and 
their immediate subordinates assumed the right to determine if murders of 
hundreds of thousands of black Rwandans were to be considered genocide 
requiring a serious U.S. and international response.

Bill Clinton and U.S. Interests

The foreign policy scholar and diplomat Samantha Power has explained 
why the mostly white Washington elite, including President Bill Clinton, 
chose U.S. national interests over the obvious humanitarian concerns in 
Rwanda. In her view these high-level officials were confident that “they 
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were doing all they should ” given “competing American interests.” Further, 
accepting their viewpoint, Power has suggested that these top policymakers 
“understandably” presumed that it would damage their credibility if they 
even referred to the Rwandan violence as “genocide” while doing nothing 
to stop it. Major U.S. news agencies, mostly controlled by powerful white 
executives, also concluded that the United States had “no recognizable 
national interest in taking a role, certainly not a leading role.”52

In the decades since, Bill Clinton and other white officials have been 
unfavorably labeled bystanders by some analysts. However, they did do 
many things that allowed or facilitated the genocide. For instance, they 
refused to send U.S. Marines already in a neighboring country to Rwanda 
as a deterrent to early mass killings, but kept them nearby in case evacu-
ation of U.S. nationals went wrong. U.S. officials also worked to get most 
UN peacekeepers withdrawn and refused to block a Rwandan hate-radio 
station organizing the genocide.53

Additionally, Clinton and his cabinet officials intentionally played 
down and whitewashed the genocide, including actually suppressing the 
word genocide. In 1998, before Clinton’s claims of ignorance were exposed 
as deceitful by declassified documents, he offered a fake apology to the 
Rwandans:

It may seem strange to you here, especially the many of you who lost 
members of your family. But all over the world there were people 
like me sitting in offices  .  .  . who did not fully appreciate the depth 
and speed with which you were being engulfed by this unimaginable 
terror.54

Actually, Clinton knew of the “final solution to eliminate all Tutsis” as 
early as April 1994, the first month of the genocide. Numerous CIA brief-
ings concerning the genocide had been circulated to  Clinton and senior 
officials. Yet, most Clinton administration officials did not even recall one 
cabinet-level meeting to discuss the murderous events in Rwanda.55

The Black Congressional Caucus pressed Clinton to act, and human rights 
activist Monique Mujawamariya personally pled with him to do something 
to help halt the violence. She later recounted a conversation with a U.S. offi-
cial responsible for Africa, who offered an explanation for her inability to 
convince Clinton: the U.S. “has no friends,” only “interests,” and “there is no 
interest in Rwanda. .  .  . we are not interested in sending young American 
Marines to bring them back in coffins. We have no incentive.”56 This offi-
cial mirrored Clinton’s words in a 1994 speech at the U.S. Naval Academy. 
Clinton asserted that whether “we get involved in any of the world’s ethnic 
conflicts . . . must depend on the cumulative weight of the American inter-
ests at stake. . . . our interests are not sufficiently at stake in so many of them 
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to justify a commitment.” Most centrally, he meant the political-economic 
interests of the mostly white male U.S. elite.57 In our view, a negative white 
framing of Africans seems to have been one root cause for Clinton’s unwill-
ingness to intervene. Ignoring African concerns when it suited him politi-
cally was not new; like most U.S. officials for decades he generally displayed 
very little interest in the conditions and politics of African countries.

While the Tutsi military organization did eventually defeat the Hutu 
authorities responsible for the horrific genocide, there were long weeks of 
killing, raping, and torture, weeks during which the Clinton administration 
could have acted to save many thousands. Once the classified files were pub-
lic, Clinton did acknowledge that, had his administration intervened at the 
start, at least 300,000 Rwandans might have survived.58

High Administration Officials: Rationalizing and Resisting Action

In describing Donald Steinberg, the National Security Council Director for 
African Affairs during the genocide, commentator Iain Dale wrote critically 
that Steinberg advised Clinton

to keep well out of [Rwanda]—possibly one of the worst pieces of 
advice given to an American President in . . . 20 years. . . . he is rep-
resentative of a class of so-called public servants who .  .  . feel quite 
at home in the United Nations and thrive in making excuses for that 
organization’s terrible failures.59

Another key white official, Bob Dole, the Republican Senate minority 
leader (1987–1995), also accented U.S. interest: “I don’t think we have any 
national interest there.  .  .  . The Americans are out, and as far as I’m con-
cerned, in Rwanda, that ought to be the end of it.”60 Clearly, these top white 
officials made lethal decisions regarding the lives of hundreds of thousands 
of people openly deemed irrelevant to U.S. socio-political interests.

In October 1993, Tony Lake (UN National Security Adviser to President 
Clinton), Richard Clarke, and his Deputy Susan Rice submitted a draft letter 
to an adviser of the French president. The communication accompanying 
the draft clarified that, even though the United Nations Assistance Mission 
for Rwanda might have a chance of success, the Clinton White House was 
unenthusiastic. Clarke or Rice underlined text that read “US troops will not 
participate.”61 As important Clinton emissaries, they were determined to set 
high ceilings for U.S. involvement in any peacekeeping operations.

In addition, for most of the 100 days in which genocidal violence 
unfolded, top officials publicly framed the violence there as only a “civil 
war.” For a time Secretary of State Warren Christopher ordered spokesper-
sons to not use the word genocide, even after reading a briefing describing 
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Hutu declarations of a “final solution to eliminate all Tutsis.” This would 
have been imprudent because U.S.-supported intervention was never on 
the table. When he later permitted officials to sort of use the term, he weak-
ened its impact by authorizing “acts of genocide” as the terminology.62 This 
language suppression is an example of George Orwell’s famous “newspeak,” 
his term for elite thought control in his novel 1984.63 Once again, Chris-
topher, a powerful white official, got to decide even what was genocide or 
what was not. Belatedly on June 14, Christopher conceded that the “opera-
tive term, from a legal standpoint” was genocide. The Tutsi, at the mercy of 
Hutu killers for 70 days, would certainly have considered the use of “geno-
cide” appropriate long before. Additionally, the potential for the bloody 
news reports to upset the image of the mostly white-run U.S. government’s 
virtuousness in its overseas efforts was great, so a belated attempt was made 
to publicly construct U.S. foreign policy as humanitarian. In contrast, how-
ever, in 2014 international experts gathered at a history conference to dis-
cuss the Rwandan genocide and agreed that the UN withdrawal, pushed by 
top U.S. officials, was a “green light” for that genocide.64

A Few White Dissenters to Whitewashing Genocide

A few powerful white men, mostly outside the United States, did dissent 
from the Clinton administration’s whitewashed language and failure to act. 
They included Canadian General Dallaire; Canadian Major Brent Beard-
sley, who served as Dallaire’s staff officer; New Zealand’s Colin Keating, 
Ambassador to the UN; David Hannay, Britain’s UN Ambassador; and 
Mark Doyle, a British journalist who reported from Rwanda. The lone 
American in this major group was the missionary Carl Wilkens.

Once the genocidal violence was unleashed, and under western pressure, 
the UN Peacekeeping Operations agency sent General Dallaire, in charge 
of peacekeeping in Rwanda, a cable. Reminiscent of the indifference that 
earlier 20th century European imperial powers exhibited toward colonial 
subjects of color, it read: “You should make every effort not to compromise 
your impartiality or to act beyond your mandate. . . . but [you] may exercise 
your discretion to do [so] should this be essential for the evacuation of for-
eign nationals.”65 U.S., French, Belgian, and Italian troops arrived to begin 
the mass evacuation of their citizens, but no others.

Comparing the genocidal actions in the European Balkans war to those 
in Rwanda, Dallaire shed light on the white racial framing of Africa among 
white North American and European elites:

In Yugoslavia, the problems were portrayed as long-standing divisions 
that educated people had debated. It was religious and ethnic conflict, 
something studied and analyzed. As such, we brought in new terms, 
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like “ethnic cleansing” to describe Yugoslavia. In Rwanda, it was just a 
bunch of tribes going at each other, like they always do. Rwanda was 
black. Yugoslavia was white European.66

All western troops and UN peacekeepers were under orders from gov-
ernment officials not to evacuate Rwandans. Later, in 2004, the white Cana-
dian officer Brent Beardsley explained what this meant:

[A]nybody that was white-skinned got to get on an airplane and fly 
to safety, and anybody that was black-skinned got to stay in Rwanda 
and get killed.  .  .  . It still to this day leaves a very, very bad taste in 
my mouth that the United States of America could have 350 Marines 
sitting at Bujumbura Airport, that the French were able to get in 500 
or so paratroopers.67

Beardsley angrily recalled that top-ranking U.S. and UN officials later 
claimed it was impossible to get troops to save the Rwandans. But these 
were face-saving deceits, for troops were actively deployed to “save white 
people. And that’s what it came down to. . . . The [white] world just didn’t 
care.”68

On April 8, 1994 President Clinton chose to evacuate U.S. nationals from 
Rwanda, and the only American to remain was Carl Wilkens, a white mis-
sionary. He explained: “I’ve got this blue American passport. . . . But all of 
these people don’t have a passport. They can’t go.”69 Wilkens’ courageous 
actions in Rwanda likely saved more lives during the genocide than the 
entire U.S. government operation.

Some Critical American Voices

Significantly, at a 2014 meeting of former Rwandan officials and interna-
tional policymakers who managed the response to the genocide, Prudence 
Bushnell, a U.S. Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs 
during the genocide period, supported the assessment that Clinton admin-
istration policymakers showed little interest in Rwanda. “I was way down 
the totem pole and I had responsibility for the Rwanda portfolio. That shows 
you how important it was in the U.S. government.”70 Her words captured 
the power differential between elite men at the top and their lower-level 
acolytes. Still, she clung to convenient myths which rested on a white racial 
framing, including that the White House did not know “it” was genocide. 
She has described the administration view: “What I was told was . . . ‘these 
people do this from time to time.’ We thought we’d be right back.”71 Here 
we observe stereotyped rationalizations about “these people” at the heart 
of much white racial framing of black Africans—what sociologist Ben 
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Carrington has called the old “white colonial frame.”72 Note that Bushnell 
was the major state department official in charge of African Affairs.

There is deep significance in white officials’ constant racial framing of 
the people of Africa. Historically, as much of this book demonstrates, white 
westerners have not been less prone to horrific violence than Africans. White 
Americans have long been guilty of large-scale violence against people of 
color, including the centuries of genocidal targeting of indigenous Ameri-
cans and of violent enslavement and segregation of African Americans.

Recall, for example, that in 1951 African American leaders presented a 
major petition to the United Nations that was entitled, “We Charge Geno-
cide: The Crime of Government Against the Negro People.” Drawing on a 
black antiracist counter-framing of U.S. society, the well-documented peti-
tion pushed back against the dominant white racial frame and comprehen-
sively described how in the United States white officials had propagated 
for many decades Jim Crow’s discriminatory, often violent actions against 
African Americans. These leaders rightfully judged these as genocidal 
according to provisions of the new UN Genocide Convention.73 Moreover, 
echoing this petition decades later, Dr. Jeremiah Wright, then President 
Barack Obama’s minister, famously proclaimed a critical black counter- 
frame that criticized the U.S. government’s recurring racial oppression, 
exposing as false the superior white virtuousness central to the white 
frame. White officials had long engaged in the actions like those described 
in the 1951 petition:

[W]hen it came to treating her citizens of Indian descent fairly, she 
failed. She put them on reservations. When it came to treating her cit-
izens of Japanese descent fairly, she failed. She put them in internment 
prison camps. When it came to treating citizens of African descent 
fairly.  .  .  . The government put them on slave quarters, put them on 
auction blocks, put them in cotton fields, put them in inferior schools, 
put them in substandard housing, put them in scientific experiments, 
put them in the lowest paying jobs.74

During the Rwandan genocide, numerous brave black voices called out 
U.S. and European elites’ true motives. For instance, Paul Kagame, the black 
commander of the Tutsi military organization and later Rwandan presi-
dent, has wondered whether such killings of many thousands of Ameri-
cans would have been ignored. Years later, he discussed conversations he 
had with Secretary Bushnell during the genocide: “I hate remembering the 
conversations. Hundreds of thousands of people are being killed . . . [and 
she] was talking about something else that had nothing to do with sav-
ing the lives of these people.”75 Soon after the genocide ended, as the new 
Rwandan president, he had also told Bushnell, “You, Madame, are partially 
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responsible for the genocide, because we told you what was going to happen 
and you did nothing.”76

Failures in the U.S. and International Media

Unquestionably, the Rwandan genocide demonstrates that western media 
coverage of international humanitarian crises is very uneven and usually 
white-framed. During the genocide far greater attention was riveted on 
white European victims of the Balkans war. Indeed, the U.S. mainstream 
media even gave far more coverage to trendy topics like the rivalry between 
major U.S. figure skaters. During the genocide period only one significant 
editorial on Rwanda was ever published in the New York Times or the Wash-
ington Post, the country’s major newspapers of record.77

Interestingly, David Bleich has argued that much academic analysis in 
his field of linguistics has been done from a heavily male viewpoint. His 
findings seem accurate for scholarship in many fields, as well as for main-
stream media coverage of national and international issues. Actually, much 
scholarly and media analysis is presented from an elite-white or elite-white-
male viewpoint. That elite-white-male perspective helps to explain, among 
other issues, why just the statistical number of people killed in the Rwandan 
genocide has become the common media and official gauge of that human 
catastrophe.78 Other important aspects have gotten far less attention. Thus, 
thanks to mainstream media presentations shaped by disproportionately 
male producers, even the modest coverage of the Rwandan genocide rarely 
referenced the huge number of rapes of Tutsi and moderate Hutu women 
carried out by male Hutu extremists. This white male media perspective 
regularly sanitizes or limits media and other public discussions concerning 
the negative social and cultural climates, the systemic sexism, that women 
everywhere face.79

Conclusion

The implications of our analysis for understanding white-male-run, often 
imperialistic capitalism and other societal dominance go well beyond 
understanding that elite’s discriminatory response to the Rwandan geno-
cide or their interventionist role against democratization in Iran, Guate-
mala, and Chile. These are just a few cases out of many demonstrating the 
constant intertwining of centuries-old U.S. and other western capitalism, 
systemic racism, and systemic sexism. We observe their elite implementers’ 
constant focus on their collective, usually elite-white-male, interests. This 
powerful group interest is usually constructed, rationalized, and legitimated 
in the shaping context of the dominant white racial frame and associated 
capitalistic and male sexist frames.
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The U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) defines terrorism as

the unlawful use of force or violence committed by a group or indi-
vidual, who has some connection to a foreign power or whose activ-
ities transcend national boundaries, against persons or property to 
intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population or any seg-
ment thereof, in furtherance of political or social objectives.

Philosopher Robert Elias notes that this definition fits many U.S. gov-
ernment interventions overseas.80 Anti-democratic interventions in Iran, 
Guatemala, Chile, and numerous other countries over the last century have 
reflected not only the class (capitalistic) framing but also the white racial 
framing of elite white, mostly male government and private decision-makers 
that “western civilization” is under serious threat from groups of people 
who are not white or European-descended. That is, they are “not like us” and 
are cited as “those people.” This sometimes subtle, often blatant racial fram-
ing frequently represents an emotional and defensive response to societal 
changes, including a great and increasing fear of losing white (male) power 
at home and abroad. Additionally, the white male elite’s implicit and explicit 
accents on national white manhood in their aggressive orientations and 
actions also regularly helps to generate among ordinary white men greater 
support for elite interests, as well as to buttress the latter’s sense of their 
own “tough-minded” manliness as they revel in the domination of people 
of color overseas.

The case of Rwanda, one where top U.S. officials did not assertively inter-
vene against the genocide, reflected cold calculations about white U.S. and 
other western interests. General Roméo Dallaire underscored this: “It was 
just an absolute perverse exercise of developed nations using excuses of 
sovereignty and nationalism and involvement and self-interest, to argue 
the way around one of the most fundamental premises: Are these people 
human?”81 These so-called developed nations are of course controlled by 
powerful white men, and mainly in their own group’s or country’s inter-
ests. Their enduring legacy suggests that in their white racial framing they 
consider themselves more human, virtuous, and deserving of personal and 
group socioeconomic development, liberty, and justice than many other 
human groups.

In some ways, little had changed since earlier western colonialism. In 
the Rwandan case, most western policymakers still communicated a lack 
of genuine concern with, and a racially framed understanding of, African 
societies—which contain a large percentage of humanity. Arrogance among 
elite whites and their major acolytes seems to regularly arise from their 
unreflective sense of superior white values and common white western 
framing of international issues. Without that racially framed orientation, 
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major U.S. policymakers would likely have listened to local African opinion 
on the coming genocide—and thereby saved many lives.82

Nor has U.S. imperialism ceased. Juan Cole, a prominent Middle Eastern 
scholar, has noted that the world’s most populous country, China, has not 
“invaded anybody recently, whereas the US has thrashed about invading 
numerous countries, and droning the ones it didn’t invade.”83 The asserted 
“civilizing” mission of classical U.S. and other western imperialism is ongo-
ing, forcing many outside observers to perceptively ask today’s white elite if 
they are civilized themselves.
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It is Beijing, China. The future year is 2030. A Chinese professor lectures 
students on U.S. economic and political decline:

Why do great nations fail? The Ancient Greeks, the Roman Empire, 
the British Empire, and the United States of America. They all make 
the same mistakes, turning their back on the principles that made 
them great. America tried to spend and tax itself out of a Great Reces-
sion. Enormous so-called “stimulus” spending, massive changes in 
health care, government takeovers of private industries and crushing 
debts. Of course, we [Chinese] owned most of their debt. So now they 
work for us.1

This 2010 advertisement revealed much about a major conservative shift in 
contemporary U.S. politics. Larry McCarthy, the white conservative behind 
other controversial political attack ads, produced this ad titled “Chinese 
Professor.” Broadcast during the 2010 congressional elections, a conserva-
tive think tank paid for it.2

Observe the political attack on then-President Barack Obama’s Afford-
able Care Act, which extended health care coverage to millions, and on 
his administration’s stimulus package to jump-start the troubled economy 
inherited from Obama’s Republican predecessor. The phrase “government 
takeovers” is a highly exaggerated attack on weak Obama administration 
commitments to reclaiming a little power that multinational corporations 
had stripped away from the U.S. government. The “Chinese Professor” ad 
endorses a version of capitalistic market fundamentalism known currently 
as “neoliberalism.”

Neoliberalism: Privatization and Financialization

Contemporary U.S. capitalism in its neoliberal form is unlike classical 
economic liberalism of the 19th century because it views people as pri-
marily market actors. Classical economic liberalism did assume human 
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beings behave as market actors, but they are viewed as something else when 
it comes to their religious, familial, and political realms.3 Because of the 
confusion caused by the term “liberalism” here, we will also use the more 
accurate phrase oligopoly capitalism for this reality. This contemporary cap-
italism, as noted throughout this book, is aggressively oligopolistic—that 
is, dominated in most of its major economic sectors by relatively few large 
firms. As we have already seen, it is also mostly white-male-controlled at 
the top, a reality that has routinely made a significant difference in how its 
capitalistic operations are also racialized and masculinized.

The geographer David Harvey has defined neoliberalism as a capital-
istic system that involves an accelerated “accumulation by dispossession.” 
This dispossession of others’ lands and resources has always been central to 
western capitalism, but contemporary neoliberal capitalists often take their 
predatory ethic to a new level. As Harvey sees it, contemporary oligopolistic 
capitalism has these main pillars: accelerated privatization of public goods 
and services; aggressive financialization, in which many market goods are 
turned into instruments of economic speculation; increased economic cri-
sis manipulations for capitalistic profit; and yet more government-assisted 
wealth redistribution upward to the top classes.4 Neoliberals are market 
fundamentalists and insist that capitalistic market operations need little 
government regulation, that many government services should be privat-
ized, and that much government social spending should be slashed. Actu-
ally much in this capitalistic approach, especially accenting privatization 
and austerity for most Americans, is not really new.5

In the United States and the United Kingdom, this particular reinvig-
oration of white oligopoly capitalism is commonly dated to begin in the 
era of the right-wing President Ronald Reagan (1981–1989) and right-wing 
British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (1979–1990), the powerful white 
politicians who helped to lead the charge to further exploit the labor and 
resources of people (mostly people of color) across the globe. At the core 
of this oligopoly capitalism is not only the old predatory ethic in a new dis-
guise of “promoting democracy” across the globe, but also the celebrated 
mythology of “meritocracy” in regard to the United States and the United  
Kingdom. These countries are mythologically framed in mainstream media 
and elsewhere in classist terms as countries of great socioeconomic oppor-
tunity and mobility for all; as countries where racial, gender, and class 
hierarchies are now unimportant; and as countries where unrestricted com-
petition does regularly compensate individual hard work and innovation.6

The “Chinese Professor” ad advocates the neoliberal ideas of government 
deregulation of commerce and labor, reduced government, and privatization 
of public programs. It implies an ominous “Yellow Peril” Asian stereotype, 
with ruthless Chinese looming over a complacent United States. The ad is 
meant to instill fear, especially among whites, that they will no longer dominate 
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global commerce and politics. There is the implication that the United States 
is truly democratic and not itself sinister in global actions. Implied is that the 
entire world will be worse off if the white-controlled United States is no longer 
in charge of the global economy. Actually, however, several Latin American 
countries recorded a strong drop in poverty once the Washington elite shifted 
most neoliberal pressures and actions away from them to the Middle East and 
Asia. If the power of the mostly white male U.S. corporate and government 
decision-makers to shape the economies of other countries declined, such a 
shift would likely be good for most of the world’s population.7

The neoliberal ideology accents a supposedly free and deregulated market 
with lots of competing businesses, yet neoliberal practice fuels the oligopolis-
tic power of a modest number of large global corporations in ever-expanding  
neocolonial and economic-concentration efforts. Large multinational firms 
usually benefit much more than smaller businesses from most financial and 
business deregulation, removal of tariff barriers, and reduction of govern-
ment support programs to reduce business taxes. The white male corporate 
executives often heading up the larger multinational corporations are also 
substantially responsible for the deindustrialization, automation, and export 
of jobs overseas that have in recent decades cost many U.S. blue-collar work-
ers of all racial backgrounds their good-paying jobs.

These negative effects of neoliberalism—including, as Maria Mies under-
scores, “rising unemployment, a new wave of poverty, more exploitation 
of workers, more ecological destruction”—have obviously been noted by 
most working people. This has resulted in much political opposition to free-
trade policies, but as Mies also notes, over time “this opposition became 
weaker, because the international corporations were able to throw more and 
cheaper commodities from ‘low-wage countries’ onto the global market.”8 
That is, workers in rich countries are bought off by consumer goods, which 
heads off much protest there. Eventually, however, many workers “in the 
erstwhile rich countries lose their jobs and face poverty.”9

Moreover, once firmly enshrined in political arenas, neoliberal “free 
market” values and associated political efforts have led to significant privat-
ization of important public services and increased the profits of the corpo-
rations thus involved.10

Global Impacts: Contemporary U.S. Capitalism

The global economic reality is actually scarier than the “Chinese Professor” 
ad would have U.S. voters believe, and for a hidden reason. In the United 
States and Europe contemporary oligopoly capitalism has made interna-
tional “emperors” out of privileged white men, while their corporate policies 
have frequently had negative impacts on workers and consumers the world 
over, including for people of color, who are most of the world’s population.
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Oligopolistic capitalism requires new types of overseas imperialism to 
keep it going. Central to this process is, yet again, accumulation by violent 
dispossession. Today, U.S. and other western corporate capitalists and the 
governments they control often use their police and militaries to back up 
these exploitative processes of resource and labor dispossession across the 
globe. In addition to the continuing theft of lands, mineral resources, and 
labor of peoples of color overseas, new capitalistic ways to dispossess people 
have been created. This includes aggressive corporate patenting and licens-
ing of “genetic materials, seed plasmas, and all manner of other products,” 
often thereby limiting necessary access to them by small farmers and other 
small producers.11

Moreover, the coalition of large Wall Street and other U.S. multinational 
corporations, the U.S. Treasury Department, and international financial 
organizations like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) dominates 
global monetary and financial transactions involving the world’s many 
economies. Mostly dominated at the top by white men, this international 
network usually operates effectively because most of the world’s major eco-
nomic actors are well “networked and successfully hooked into . . . a struc-
tured framework of interlocking financial and governmental (including 
supra-national) institutions.”12 One additional aspect of such organizations 
is that they help to coordinate and integrate the various segments of the U.S. 
power elite.

A report by the UN Conference on Trade and Development on the dra-
matic failures of globalized neoliberalism should have served as the epitaph 
for the “free market” economic model developed by conservative economists. 
Given the report’s sobering findings, the IMF, World Bank, Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), countless business 
schools, and nearly every government should have done as some Latin Amer-
ican countries did and rid themselves of neoliberal market-fundamentalist  
thinking. However, the powerful whites who benefit greatly from this mar-
ket fundamentalism, and who mostly control the world’s major financial 
institutions and major western governments, do not want to see an end to 
the market fundamentalism associated with oligopolistic capitalism. It does 
not matter, as this UN report documents, that market fundamentalism has 
often produced devastating economic results contrary to those projected. 
The resulting greater economic inequality, less stable economies, and lower 
economic growth rates in part of the globe are of little concern to white 
elites made richer by neoliberalism. Nor does it matter to them that since 
the 1980s, with the onset of privatizing effects, deregulating labor, slash-
ing taxes on the rich, and gouging social support programs, that economic 
growth rates have often plummeted and unemployment has often grown.13 
The ultra-rich white male establishment continues to endorse neoliberal 
economic theory and apply it, irrespective of its devastating human results.
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The International Monetary Fund (IMF): Enforcing Neoliberal Capitalism

Over several decades, from Argentina to Greece to Zambia and many other 
countries, powerful IMF officials’ “structural adjustment” programs have 
forced theoretically independent governments to adopt policies resulting 
in destruction of ordinary people’s jobs, health, and other living conditions. 
The U.S. elite wields a disproportionate quota of the IMF votes. The market- 
fundamentalist goals have often been enforced irrespective of national con-
texts, as the IMF officials mostly have done the bidding of white male elites 
in the most powerful nations, and they often have forced subordinated 
national governments to discard their progressive social policies. Every 
country the IMF has colonized monetarily has been required to make infla-
tion control its economic priority, lessen government expenditures, accom-
modate its banking system to outsiders, jettison obstacles to the flow of 
international oligopoly-capital, eliminate trade barriers, and privatize assets 
that can be hawked to outside investors.14

The IMF is a component in the time-honored ritual of advancing the 
imperialistic and pecuniary interests of western countries’ white elites, 
while subordinating the human welfare of most others—and especially the 
world’s majority, people of color. Indeed, the heartless IMF austerity levied 
on some southern Europeans in the 2010s was relatively modest as judged 
against previous varieties of austerity oppression imposed for centuries by 
elite western officials.15

The recent European example of Greece provides an example of what 
can happen when there are populist revolts against powerful white officials. 
The latter officials may be forced into temporary compromises. One econ-
omist referred to the Greek populace’s protests against neoliberalism as a 
“heroic rebellion by a very beleaguered people against a doctrine which has 
been destroying their lives—the austerity doctrine and the whole neoliberal 
project.”16 Put simply, European banks headed by mostly white men agreed 
to accept 50 cents for every dollar owed to the banks by the Greek govern-
ment. However, in exchange the embattled Greek government had to adopt 
severe austerity measures, including decreasing pay for public workers and 
sweeping cuts to social services.17

Neoliberal Attacks on President Barack Obama’s Policies

The same year this critical UN report was released on neoliberalism, the 
“Chinese Professor” ad was re-aired during the U.S. 2012 presidential elec-
tion. Despite the failures of neoliberal capitalism, casting then-President 
Obama and his more progressive social reforms as anti-corporatist was 
seen by Republican conservatives as a way to attack the incumbent presi-
dent and elevate his rival Mitt Romney, a former corporate CEO. Obama’s 
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policies on healthcare, undocumented immigrants, solar energy, and civil 
rights enforcement were often at odds with the classist and racist goals of 
many in the large conservative wing of the corporate elite. While Obama 
adopted a moderate neoliberal approach to economic issues, Romney was 
a conservative oligopoly capitalist himself. The United States has often been 
distinguished by aggressive neoliberal control exercised by influential white 
men associated with large corporations—for example, the Romney team 
(i.e., Governors George and Mitt Romney) and the Bush team (i.e., Wall 
Street executive banker and Senator Prescott Bush, presidents George H. W. 
Bush and George W. Bush, and Governor Jeb Bush).

According to conservative rhetoric like that in the “Chinese Professor” 
ad, President Obama was too lenient in dealing with the Chinese govern-
ment. Yet, as numerous research analysts have noted, an aggressive arms 
race is unnecessary because the Chinese government does not appear inter-
ested in empire-building outside its immediate geographical area. Instead, 
it seems intent on national and global economic growth. Currently, the 
United States has hundreds of military bases around the world, but China 
has none outside its borders.18

Those heading up the Washington foreign policy establishment, again 
mostly white men, have long been acclimatized to being dominant power 
players globally and have shown little willingness to share significant inter-
national power with emerging countries’ officials. As is evidenced in the 
eastward expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) into 
former Soviet countries since the 1990s, the mostly white men who rule 
Washington seem intent on maintaining a globally expansive and impe-
rialist U.S. foreign policy, even if this is not what a majority of Americans 
want.19

Oligopoly Capitalism: White Racial Framing and Non-Elite Whites

One of our terms for the realities of contemporary capitalism in the West, 
oligopoly capitalism, calls out the reality of relatively few people, in this case 
powerful white (male) corporate executives and government officials, who 
are mostly behind the recent resurgence of market fundamentalism. We 
adopt Noël Cazenave’s call to reject the common practice of docile linguistic 
accommodation in assessing U.S. society. This unwillingness to name soci-
etal realities for what they really are has clearly slowed the development of 
our conceptual and empirical understandings of systemic sexism, classism, 
and racism. Linguistic confrontation is necessary for a candid analysis of 
these major systems of oppression.20

Market fundamentalism is intended to safeguard elite economic privi-
leges globally through necessary neoliberal government actions. It is thus 
centrally about protecting white male power. But the public presentation 
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of these neoliberal strategies by the capitalistic establishment generally 
obscures this truth. That the main actors behind market fundamentalism 
have mostly been powerful white men continues to be obscured in almost 
all media. Even progressive analysts celebrated for critiquing neoliberal-
ism usually fail to address systemic racism’s and sexism’s central role in this 
neoliberalism.21 Throughout this book our terminology brings important 
attention to the racial and gender dimensions of contemporary neoliberal 
capitalistic decision-making. Unmistakably, powerful white men play lead-
ing roles in oligopoly capitalism as most of its principal architects, imple-
menters, and overseers.

They are often Orwellian in trying to make critical modes of thought dif-
ficult, such as when they effectively erase terms and concepts like systemic 
racism and systemic sexism from the public and academic lexicons. Power-
ful whites regularly circulate and act out of their racist and sexist framing 
even while arrogantly promoting the mythology of the United States being 
a post-racist and post-sexist society.22 Thus, recent survey data indicate 
their continuing success in promoting such mythologies. For example, one 
U.S. survey found that 56 percent of men (higher for young men) believed 
that gender discrimination that “made it harder for women than men to get 
ahead” was largely gone, even though only 34 percent of women agreed.23

Still Trying to Buy Off Ordinary Whites: Images of Whiteness

As we have frequently seen, there are many close ties between contempo-
rary capitalism, systemic racism, and systemic sexism. Today’s mostly white 
male leading capitalists and their implementing assistants regularly down-
play societal inequalities by means of racial and class framing, including 
meritocratic “bootstrap” narratives. Thus, according to this mythical story-
line, whites sit atop the racial hierarchy because they possess the neces-
sary mental and moral “superior stuff” to pull themselves up the societal 
ladder. In contrast, subordinate racial groups occupy lower rungs because 
they purportedly possess a proclivity for less intelligence, criminal behav-
ior, laziness, and other individual and collective defects. Again, we observe 
key subframes of the dominant white frame usually in tandem: the deep-
seated pro-white subframe (positive placement of supposedly virtuous 
whites) and then the anti-others frames (negative placement of supposedly 
unvirtuous people of color). The pro-white subframe articulated routinely 
by the ruling elite is central to white-run oligopoly capitalism, as it directly 
and indirectly legitimates the “superior” work values, intellectual acumen, 
and moral goodness of most whites.24

White-run oligopoly capitalism involves a racial framing favored not 
only by economically privileged whites, but also by non-elite whites. In 
understanding this phenomenon, recall the astute analysis of W. E. B. Du 
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Bois. Observing the impact of white racism on southern white workers in 
the mid-20th century, he described the wage of whiteness they accepted: 
“They were given public deference and titles of courtesy because they were 
white. They were admitted freely with all classes of white people to public 
functions, public parks, and the best schools.”25 For many decades the racial 
framing accenting white supremacy that was drilled into heads of ordinary 
whites by elite whites, and then perpetuated in their families, prohibited the 
possibility that they and black workers could unite against the exploitation 
of white male capitalists.

Just as white workers in earlier centuries accepted white privileges and 
status in the racial hierarchy, today the majority of non-elite whites accept 
a racially framed society with elite-generated language and action favoring 
government cutbacks and privatization as good for all people, and espe-
cially whites. Sociologist Randolph Hohle has explained how the reinvig-
orated, often somewhat coded, racial framing of powerful whites since the 
1960s has been associated with an aggressive reinvigoration of capitalis-
tic privatization and other market fundamentalism. The 1960s civil rights 
movement inadvertently helped the white corporate elite to push nation-
wide for corporate expansion and market fundamentalism, but especially 
in formerly segregated southern and border state areas.

Expanding their economic interests in these areas, the white economic 
elite successfully networked with formerly segregationist white govern-
ment officials to reduce government regulations they deemed objec-
tionable. This enabled the mostly white regional and national corporate 
capitalists—such as bankers, insurance executives, and manufacturers—
to secure the implementation of market fundamentalism’s goals of major 
reductions in taxes and government regulations and of the aggressive 
privatization of certain government services. Since the 1960s, the implicit 
or explicit racialized language and framing of white = private = superior 
has often characterized neoliberal corporate goals and associated gov-
ernment privatization policies, from which small and large white-owned 
businesses usually profit. In contrast, the implicit or explicit racialized 
language and framing of black/brown = public =  inferior has frequently 
characterized white officials’ views and policies on existing public school 
systems, existing public social services, and much proposed new public 
spending. Since this racialized neoliberal thinking came to the forefront 
in the 1960s and 1970s, to speak of “public schools” or “public spend-
ing” has often had very racialized, yet coded meanings for a great many 
whites.26 Here again we see the deep-seated pro-white subframe (i.e., 
the positive evaluation of white actions and privatization goals) and the 
anti-others subframes (i.e., the negative evaluation of oppressed people 
of color and their needed public facilities) in a sustained and everyday 
political-economic example.
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Today, neoliberal rhetoric has, yet again, depoliticized much class con-
flict by persuading ordinary whites to continue to view their dominant 
social status first in racial terms (i.e., “superior” white) and only secondarily 
in class terms (i.e., working or middle-class). A majority of ordinary whites, 
who have long adopted the dominant racial framing created by elite white 
men, fear or suspect that numerous government policies are much too ori-
ented to African Americans and other Americans of color. Despite the det-
rimental economic and other impacts of this elitist market fundamentalism 
on ordinary whites, it persists because of the aforementioned psychological 
wage of whiteness strongly accepted by a majority of whites. Despite over-
whelming proof that major tax cuts mainly or disproportionately benefit 
economic elites and other economically advantaged groups, and often do 
not generate the predicted job growth for ordinary workers or increases 
in government revenues, the white working and middle classes have con-
tinued to support oligopoly capitalism. Since the 1960s, as George Lipsitz 
underscores, numerous racially segregated white middle class neighbor-
hoods and networks have provided major “sources of mobilization for 
tax limitation, defunding the public sector, and denying social services to 
minorities and immigrants.”27

Clearly, too, contemporary neoliberalism has involved an elite male 
response to some attempts at women’s liberation from systemic sexism in 
economic and government decision-making. While a rather small group 
of (mainly white) women have been celebrated for their advancements in 
corporate management, a great many women workers, especially those in 
the working and lower middle classes, have been disproportionately hurt 
by large neoliberal cutbacks in local, state, and federal government jobs 
and in certain government social programs (e.g., “welfare reform”). In con-
trast, well-off, mostly white men have benefitted much more than non-elite 
women of all backgrounds from the numerous neoliberal tax decreases and 
corporate privatization opportunities.28

The Great Recession and Bailouts: Oligopoly Capitalism in Action

We will now examine a few examples of important pro-business, anti- 
regulation “ole boys” networks that link white Washington officials, Wall 
Street firms, and other significant economic organizations of contemporary 
oligopoly capitalism. Many people in these very powerful networks cling 
to market fundamentalism despite its demonstrated failures. Consider the 
inner workings of this government-linked oligopoly capitalism. It is still a 
restricted world of largely white and male privilege, one where in the first 
decade of the 21st century helicopters took corporate CEOs from the roofs 
of office buildings to golf weekends despite an impending financial melt-
down. It is a world in which there is nothing odd about elites traveling by 
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corporate jet to seek billions in bailout funds from government officials. 
It is a realm in which mostly white lobbyists think it is acceptable to pay 
homeless people of color a pittance to wait in line for them on Capitol Hill 
in order to get good seats for congressional hearings.29 Indeed, such actions 
as these signal that these elite men are extraordinarily hypocritical when 
they frame poor Americans as “lazy” and “entitled.”

Recession and the Troubled Asset Relief Program

Significantly, from the outset of his presidency, George W. Bush and his 
neoliberal advisers adopted a philosophy of significant government dereg-
ulation, a perspective that seeped into leadership in many federal agencies— 
thus freeing bankers and mortgage brokers from much government over-
sight. This approach was nearly catastrophic. Beginning in the Bush years, 
the “Great Recession” (2007–2009) brought major national and global fiscal 
crises. Washington and Wall Street powerholders knowingly left millions 
homeless and in dire financial situations.

The U.S. Treasury Department’s $700 billion Troubled Asset Relief Pro-
gram (TARP) is central to this dramatic tale. Treasury Secretary Henry 
Paulson (2006–2009) described this massive program as providing funds 
to “strengthen” banks in rough economic times. Observe the erasure of the 
term “bailout” from the political lexicon, as well as the role of powerful 
white men in this extreme financial crisis, which their economic class had 
created. The “Troubled Asset Relief Program” was not a relief program, but a 
large-scale corporate bailout to offset the huge contemporary damage done 
by white male corporate capitalists.

Difficult economic times did not appear out of nowhere; the predatory 
ethic and corruption of this white financial elite made it so. Paulson, former 
CEO of the investment firm Goldman Sachs, and President Bush, former 
oil baron, pushed TARP through Congress to rescue fellow members of 
the white elite. Treasury officials launched programs under the massively 
funded TARP that were supposed to help struggling families avoid mortgage 
foreclosures, stabilize the financial system, and revive economic growth. In 
actuality, operating out of the old profitmaking ethic, the mostly white male 
executives at various financial corporations hoarded much of the money 
they got, increased and tightened lending as they saw fit, bolstered their 
firms’ capital, and made acquisitions of other troubled companies.30 This 
TARP bailout became yet more government “socialism for rich whites.” 
Accounting for the TARP and other federal bailouts, roughly $600 billion 
was invested, loaned, or paid out from taxpayer funds to mostly white and 
male top corporate executives.31

Business moguls responsible for the economic meltdown mostly escaped 
serious public censure or criminal prosecution, and were bailed out. 
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Nonetheless, in the time-honored tradition of poor-bashing, it was finan-
cially underprivileged Americans who continued to be cast publicly as lazy 
and entitled by elite whites and their acolytes. During the Great Recession 
economic losses, especially from defaulting on home loans, fell more heav-
ily on blacks and Latinos than on whites. The main reason was that they 
had been disproportionately pressured to take high-interest home loans 
(see below). Nonetheless, Mitt Romney, the 2012 Republican nominee for 
president, accused President Obama’s supporters of being overly reliant 
on government handouts and of feeling “entitled.”32 Romney seemed to be 
labeling people of color as such, but did not similarly condemn Wall Street 
executives who were reliant on large government subsidy handouts. The 
latter were mostly white, male, prosperous, and feeling entitled.

Additionally, the white CEO of Whitney National Bank, John C. Hope 
III, told Wall Street analysts that his institution did not plan to help strug-
gling homeowners, despite the $300 million in federal bailout money it had 
been given to do just that. Most people might be afraid to publicly label 
a mogul like Hope as entitled, for his bank had branches from Texas to 
Florida.33 Other powerful men demonstrated the same sense of white elite 
entitlement. The president of Boston Private Wealth Management deemed 
his bailout funds as a way to “ride out the recession,” and PlainsCapital’s top 
executive referred to TARP money as “opportunity capital.” The chief exec-
utive of Flushing Financial in New York blithely described TARP as a way 
to up the “ante for acquisitions” of other firms.34 These leading white male 
bankers highlighted the gap between the public’s anticipation for how the 
$700 billion in TARP funds should be spent and the actual choices made by 
white financiers. The Treasury Department’s main priority coincided with 
bankers’ interests. By giving banks full autonomy to use TARP funds as they 
deemed fit, the Treasury indicated that the priority was just to stabilize mar-
kets, not to enhance the economic security of ordinary taxpayers.35

Yet, as leading white bankers raked in salaries in millions, another story 
of ordinary families unfolded. As of 2017, most white households had begun 
to recover from the most damaging consequences of the Great Recession, 
whereas a great many black households continued to experience economic 
troubles and declines. The opposing recoveries are significant since they 
added to the racial wealth gap. The long-term impact of the discriminatory 
lending practices is crucial. The Great Recession disproportionately affected, 
and its legacy continues to disproportionately affect, families of color.36

The White Oligarchy’s Revolving Doors

The “revolving door” concept captures the tendency among elite Washing-
ton government officials and top corporate executives to shuttle back and 
forth between important government agencies and leading corporations. 
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For example, while working in Washington agencies the mostly white male 
finance capitalists often safeguard the privileges of Wall Street via favorable 
laws and regulations, thereby reducing government fortifications against 
corporate plundering. Back at Wall Street, many amass millions because 
of laws and regulations they instigated or eliminated when in government. 
Similar patterns develop for other corporate executives. Then, usually when 
their party’s presidential candidate returns to the White House, they may 
return to federal agencies. Once more, they use the government power 
to guarantee that this oligarchical back-and-forth compensates them and 
other corporate executives generously.37

Describing this privileged system, Neil Barofsky, the Inspector General 
who oversaw the TARP program, has noted that, regardless of the escalating 
destruction of the financial crisis, top Washington officials seemed reluctant 
to question the honesty and virtuousness of their past employers and others 
in the financial elite.38 Given the revolving door, the view among leading 
Washington decision-makers that those in the Wall Street elite were entitled 
to huge sums of money, even as regular Americans suffered greatly because 
of their actions, is substantially about their self-validation. Consider Henry 
Paulson, former top Goldman Sachs executive and Bush’s Treasury Secre-
tary. Several sources name Paulson as a major contributor to the financial 
collapse because he and Federal Reserve executive Timothy Geithner (later, 
Barack Obama’s Treasury Secretary) had expedited bankruptcy claims of 
the global financial services firm Lehman Brothers. As a result, the com-
mercial paper market collapsed. (Commercial paper is issued by large cor-
porations to acquire funds to meet short-term debt obligations.)39

Once in Washington, Paulson was overly amenable to Wall Street 
demands. His potential conflicts of interest have been well-documented. 
Goldman Sachs received a TARP bailout estimated at $12.9 billion, the larg-
est beneficiary of public funds from the insurance giant American Interna-
tional Group (AIG). To be sure, prior to appointment as Treasury Secretary, 
Paulson sold his stake in Goldman Sachs. Nonetheless, Paulson was a Wall 
Street insider whose relationships with the bailout beneficiaries, some ana-
lysts suggested, might have placed him in significant ethical quandaries.40

In Wall Street’s private sector, former high government officials, mostly 
white males, receive much greater remuneration than in the public sector, 
as the corporate world sees the value in tapping their experience. Cerberus 
Capital Management LP, a private-equity firm, employed a former Treasury 
Secretary and a former Vice President. New York-based private-equity firm 
KKR & Co. employed the past CIA Director and Army General David Pet-
raeus. New York-based private equity firm Blackstone Group LP appointed 
U.S. Army General Wesley Clark, former NATO commander in Europe, as 
an energy investments adviser. Even former President George H. W. Bush 
(1989–1993) is among the powerful white men who served as advisers to a 
Washington-based private equity firm.41
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Neil Barofsky: Insightful White “Ole Boy”

Barofsky’s description of the process by which he was made head of the 
TARP program demonstrates that he was in the white “ole boys” network. 
He was a senior prosecutor at the U.S. Attorney’s office in New York when 
the massive economic crisis hit. A Democrat, he was nonetheless offered 
the TARP job by the departing Bush administration. In his book Bailout, 
Barofsky comments on the frequency and importance of these bipartisan 
alliances.42 Top government financial officials under Republican and Dem-
ocratic administrations have historically been pulled from an exclusive 
group of mostly white men on Wall Street. In Barofsky’s case, the Repub-
lican Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson needed support to get the bailout 
passed through Congress, whose Democratic majorities might prove an 
obstacle.43 Here again, another type of revolving door was in motion.

Barofsky recognizes this bipartisan network at work. However, like 
almost all participants and outside commentators, he does not acknowledge 
that it is largely white and male, as well as highly privileged. Comment-
ing on the well-connected group of attorneys he worked with at the U.S. 
Attorney’s office, he concluded that “largely because of my own member-
ship in that club, they were welcoming me to Washington with open arms 
and conspiring with each other to get me through the confirmation pro-
cess.”44 He makes a cursory observation that the office was mostly staffed 
with Ivy League graduates and second- or third-generation lawyers, but 
does not analyze the significance of these details. If he had, he might have 
noted the systemic inegalitarianism and white “ole boys network” there.45 
Such networking is essential to the integration of the factions within, and 
thus the maintenance of, the elite-white-male dominance system. Indeed, 
upper-class whites often insulate their children with the most prestigious 
educations and from real meritocratic competition. In countries like the 
United States, where white-run oligopoly capitalism has been aggressively 
maintained and expanded, social mobility for many ordinary people has 
declined considerably in recent decades. Note, too, that most whites among 
the latter do not understand the cause and are instead encouraged to blame 
immigrants and other people of color.

Barofsky offers a scathing review of the corruption defining the financial 
crisis and federal response, yet fails to assess the fact that the lawbreak-
ing executives were mostly powerful white men. Their often arrogant white 
masculinist framing and their associated racial framing seem central to 
their decisions. In Barofsky’s estimation the fraud-riddled “subprime” loans 
that were a crisis feature of the Great Recession were handed out to any 
applicant. But he is wrong, for these loans were not randomly given out. 
Subprime loans were very disproportionately targeted by lenders to African 
Americans and Latinos, who were thus much more likely than white home-
buyers to take out these high-cost mortgages.46 These subprime loans are 
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customarily accompanied by higher interest rates, fees, and penalties—and 
are usually quite profitable for lenders.

In fact, the majority of black and Latino families had credit records 
good enough for loans with more favorable interest rates. These homebuy-
ers were victims of discrimination by lenders, and thus much more likely 
than comparable white homebuyers to be offered high-interest loans. In 
Boston, for example, researchers found that black and Latino homebuyers 
were more than four times as likely as whites to have taken out a high-cost 
subprime mortgage.47 In one New York case, a white loan officer at a leading 
white-owned bank admitted the bank’s top officials viewed black families 
as targets for exploitative subprime mortgages. Numerous other white loan 
officers, some of whom referred to blacks as “mud people” and to subprime 
lending as “ghetto loans,” methodically sought out blacks and Latinos for 
profitable subprime mortgages.48

The financial corruption that enraged Barofsky is only part of the private- 
public system of mistreatment and injustice where white officials operate 
out of a white racist framing of society. Despicable “pillagers” is how he 
describes the elite financiers responsible for the financial meltdown. That 
they were mainly white and male is never part of the otherwise critical 
account he offers.49 That a knowledgeable analyst writes about the massive 
loan scandal without mentioning that fact and also that African Americans 
and Latinos were overwhelmingly its exploited victims is indicative of the 
white-male-dominated and white-framed world that powerful men like 
Barofsky occupy.

Some other white analysts went even further in demonstrating that they 
were operating explicitly out of a white racial frame of people of color. They 
portrayed the latter as substantially responsible for the subprime mortgage 
crisis. They used concepts like cultural immorality (e.g., “people of color are 
lazy”) taken from the white frame. Yet, it was white executives and officials 
who held the reins of power and actually created these housing crises. As 
one anti-poverty activist has explained, “poor people have as much control 
over government . . . or think-tank theorizing about their future as lab rats 
have in a cancer experiment.”50 Repeatedly, the white male elite’s choices in 
these and other critical decision-making settings are revealed to be greatly 
shaped by their racial, class, and gender framing of society.

Robert Rubin, Larry Summers, Timothy Geithner: More White “Ole Boys”

Prior to the massive 2008 financial crisis, the large corporations Citigroup 
and Goldman Sachs had made billions on unregulated contracts that for-
mer Clinton Treasury Secretaries Robert Rubin (1995–1999) and Larry 
Summers (1999–2001) supported while in public office. Rubin was linked 
to Citigroup and Goldman Sachs and was an economic chief advisor to 
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President Bill Clinton. Later on, under President Barack Obama, Rubin’s 
protégés moved into many administration posts at Treasury, the Office of 
Management and Budget, and the White House.51

After his work as Treasury Secretary, Larry Summers served as Harvard 
president (2001–2006), but resigned after a no-confidence faculty vote. He 
then returned to Wall Street and gave highly paid lectures at financial institu-
tions. In 2009 Summers came back to Washington to lead President Obama’s 
National Economic Council, thus becoming a major decision-maker in regard 
to the large-scale bailout of U.S. banks that soon followed. After leaving the 
administration in 2010, Summers again walked through the revolving door 
and worked in the private financial sector.52 Recently, Summers has given 
us insight into the thinking of the white elite about some of their decision- 
making issues, including within the capitalistic system. He has been critical 
of what he regards as too many top grades given at major universities, yet 
his commentary seems to reverse the likely influence process: “How can a 
society that inflates the grades of its students and assigns the top standard 
to average performance be surprised when its corporate leaders inflate their 
earnings, its generals inflate their body counts, or its political leaders inflate 
their achievements?”53 To us it seems more likely that the everyday actions 
of these corporate leaders shape this problematical U.S. ethical culture far 
more than the grading patterns of college teachers.

Timothy Geithner is another prime example of the bipartisan “ole boys” 
network that has long ruled both Washington and Wall Street. His grandfa-
ther was Vice President of Ford Motor Company and adviser to President 
Dwight Eisenhower. Geithner followed in this legacy, working under three 
presidential administrations. He was president of the Federal Reserve Bank 
of New York at the onset of the 2008 financial crisis. He served as Secretary 
of the Treasury in the Barack Obama administration from 2009 to 2013. 
After this government service, he was hired by a Wall Street firm—going 
through the revolving door like other elite white men.54

As Obama’s Secretary of the Treasury, Geithner essentially acted with 
unconditional authority. He had the power to determine what to do with 
the second half of TARP’s massive $700 billion. He proposed, among other 
things, to develop a new $1 trillion lending program. The Treasury Depart-
ment would infuse capital into troubled banks, which the bankers could use 
for lending, supposedly on condition that they cut executive salaries and 
curb corporate acquisitions. Unsurprisingly, this bank-coddling scheme 
was heavily panned.55 Over time, nonetheless, taxpayer dollars were used 
by bankers for basically everything (e.g., buying securities, buying other 
banks), except major home lending to ordinary citizens. So powerful were 
the banks that their mostly white male executives publicly sneered at the 
notion they would use TARP money for public needs and purposes other 
than what they deemed appropriate.56
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When the financial crisis struck, the huge insurance and financial com-
pany AIG could not pay off the billions it contractually owed to the trou-
bled financial companies its insurance was supposed to protect. Preferential 
treatment for AIG was thus also glaring. The interests of its mostly white 
male top executives were placed far above that of ordinary taxpayers. In 
2009, Secretary Geithner sanctioned more than $160 million in bonuses for 
AIG executives who had made bad decisions. Making such monetary wind-
falls available to executives after the company had already received hun-
dreds of billions of taxpayers’ monies in the bailout scheme was viewed by 
many as perverse. Yet, the notion that these top white executives were enti-
tled to outrageous salaries was deep-rooted in the societal class framing of 
Treasury Department officials, even as ordinary people lost their homes.57 
Indeed, this assumed class and racial prerogative seems to be deeply rooted 
in the societal framing of most powerful white men at the helm of major 
North American corporations and government agencies.

Why would powerful government officials worship at the Wall Street 
altar? The white ole boys network, and its old revolving door, are the keys 
to understanding. Many people were initially optimistic that an Obama-
led Treasury Department would be dedicated to holding financial institu-
tions accountable for hundreds of billions they received from TARP and 
would give precedence to corporate fraud prevention. However, Obama 
Treasury officials were generally as willing to toe the Wall Street line as 
the Bush Treasury Department. Mostly the white “ole boys” in both Trea-
sury Departments had close Wall Street connections and were primarily 
impelled by their individual and group self-interests, and not so much the 
national interest.58

Punishing White Collar Criminality: Minor or No Raps on White Knuckles

Obama’s Attorney General, Eric Holder (2009–2015), did not prioritize 
sending executives in banking and other financial firms to prison for their 
often problematical role in the subprime mortgage and other aspects of the 
Great Recession crisis. His remarks about Wall Street might suggest why: 
“I am concerned that the size of some of these institutions becomes so large 
that it does become difficult for us to prosecute them. . . . it will have a neg-
ative impact on the national economy, perhaps even the world economy.”59

The men who brought this economic crisis on much of the globe were 
overwhelmingly white and well-educated, often from prestigious universi-
ties, yet many seemed to have had little sense of their ethical obligation to 
the public good. Many clearly engaged in unethical or criminal activity, and 
much of the U.S. and international financial system was operationally cor-
rupt at its core. Yet, as Holder implies, calling out the unethical and crimi-
nal actors and punishing them was very unlikely because of the high level 
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of their political-economic positions and great societal power. Indeed, few 
analyses inside or outside of government agencies even specifically named 
them and analyzed them as unethical or criminal. Their actions were 
often seen as perhaps mistaken but not really criminal, even as normal, in 
part because they or men like them write or enforce the laws about what 
is serious white-collar crime. They generally decide what or who is to be 
punished, and how severely. Millions of Americans lost their homes, jobs, 
incomes, and pensions, yet rarely were the culpable white men targeted or 
treated as criminals.

Repeatedly, federal officials have allowed some leading bankers to escape 
the net of justice by insisting such inaction is in the best interests of the 
U.S. and global economy. In the interim, some of these financiers’ highly 
exploited victims received modest compensation that amounted to two 
months’ rent; others received nothing.60 And taxpayers had paid out hun-
dreds of billions in bailout dollars. Alan Greenspan, a white banker who 
greatly contributed as head of the Federal Reserve (1987–2006) to the finan-
cial meltdown, eventually admitted that he had erred in presuming finan-
cial institutions could safely self-regulate.61 Additionally, we should note 
that powerful white men have controlled most U.S. media corporations— 
and thus controlled how whites and corporate corruption get portrayed for 
the larger society. Mainstream media commentators frequently portrayed 
the Great Recession and its financial causes as an economic reality for 
which “we are all responsible.” Yet, the major culprits are the very power-
ful white male decision-makers who did in fact create most of this horrific 
political-economic reality, one from which much of the economic world 
will be recovering for some time to come.

Some “Difficult Women”: Disrupting White Male Dominance

Anthropologist Janine Wedel has written about some women in powerful 
financial institution positions who are deemed “difficult” by male asso-
ciates. These women are often organizational “disrupters” who, because 
they are refused full access to elite male privileges and spaces, are less 
likely than powerful men to submit to organizational “groupthink.” Fur-
thermore, they can “ruffle feathers not because they have a superior moral 
compass, but because, at least for now, they are dogged outsiders who’ve 
fought their whole lives to be with the big boys.”62 Despite commendable 
attention to gender discrimination, this analysis fails to consider the inter-
twined realities of systemic sexism and racism—i.e., systemic gendered 
racism. The white men who make things difficult for these elite women, 
who are also typically white, are not as such part of Wedel’s assessment, 
nor are the women and men of color who are also often their economic 
victims.
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Still, it is significant that women have been disproportionately represented 
among those most critical of the financial malfeasance of the powerful white 
male decision-makers during and after the Great Recession. One important 
disrupter is Senator Elizabeth Warren (2013–present), a consumer advocate 
and law professor who ran Congress’s TARP oversight panel in 2008–2010. 
She has described how Washington insiders carried out a financial bailout 
protecting friends at Wall Street firms, while largely ignoring the depressive 
fate of ordinary people. She regularly documents the relentless strain between 
her, an outsider and a woman, and mostly male Washington insiders. Alas, 
even the usually astute Warren frequently hides behind vague nouns and 
passive tenses when dealing with this white male elite. She problematizes her 
experiences as a woman in a man’s world, but misses an opportunity to show 
how interlocking major systems of gender, racial, and class oppression really 
are in the societal areas she knows well. She might have called out the key 
decision-makers specifically—mostly elite white men—and their frequent 
self-important racist and arrogant masculinist perspectives.63 Evaluating 
the government response to the Great Recession, she criticized Secretary 
Geithner and his misplaced priority in supporting banks. She has written 
about small business owners, homeowners, and women and men whose jobs 
disappeared because of this elite’s assertive greed. To her credit, Warren is 
celebrated for advocating for taxpayers and for proposing a law that obliged 
the federal government to divulge deals reached with suspected corporate 
criminals. Yet, the fact that major targets of subprime loans were Americans 
of color was little discussed even in her analyses of the malfeasance of gov-
ernment and corporate officials.64

The women disrupters in this era also included Sheila Bair, chairperson 
from 2006–2011 of a principal bank regulator, the Federal Deposit Insur-
ance Corporation. Prior to 2007, she had challenged the financial elite’s 
opposition to home loan modification programs. Later, she boldly declared 
that the financial executives’ unwillingness to offer mortgage adjustments 
stemmed in part from their contempt for ordinary borrowers. She blasted 
President Obama’s economic team for their eagerness to bail out banks no 
matter the broader economic costs, while being unwilling to risk censure 
for assisting troubled homeowners.65 Despite such commendable attempts 
to highlight the unscrupulous actions of the Wall Street and Washington 
elites, Bair’s public perspective was also devoid of attention to the centrality 
of the white and male aspects of this often arrogant and racialized decision- 
making. In her interviews and writings she too bypasses the opportunity to 
effectively accent how interlocking the systems of gender, racial, and class 
oppression were in her extensive experience with contemporary oligopoly 
capitalism.

From 1996–1999, Brooksley Born, another woman disrupter, was chair-
person of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission (CFTC). She tried 
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but failed to push the mostly white male Washington officials to regulate 
the burgeoning multi-trillion-dollar derivatives market whose crash greatly 
facilitated the financial meltdown. For her efforts, Born was labeled “iras-
cible, difficult, stubborn, unreasonable” by male counterparts and superi-
ors. Her efforts proved futile when then head of the Federal Reserve Bank 
of New York, Alan Greenspan, and Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin per-
suaded other financial leaders that Born’s efforts to regulate the precarious 
derivatives market (which soon brought down firms like AIG) would likely 
cause economic chaos.66 In 2009 Born, along with Sheila Bair, was honored 
with the Kennedy Profiles in Courage Award in acknowledgment of her 
political daring in challenging other top officials on financial deregulation.67 
Given her high position, however, it is disappointing that Born too failed 
to call out the major financial villains with regard to systemic racism and 
sexism issues, including their gendered and racialized framing of society.

The women disrupters also included Carmen Segarra, bank examiner for 
New York’s Federal Reserve Bank. She recorded secretive exchanges with 
colleagues and shined a light on inappropriate relationships between Fed-
eral Reserve officials and the executives at large private banks they officially 
supervised.68 Indeed, Segarra was an outsider to the elite financial scene in 
which she worked, twice over—first as a woman and second as a rare Latina 
in that world. Note that all these women operated, on occasion, as what 
Patricia Hill Collins has called the “outsider within.” Collins has examined 
the impact of gender and racial characteristics in the “outsider” situations of 
black women who operate within historically white institutions. This con-
cept can be extended to all women in major historically male institutions, 
as they do not have the gender privileges held by powerful men, especially 
white men, with whom they must deal on a recurring basis in their import-
ant jobs.69

Neoliberal Capitalism and the Bootstrap Narrative

In spite of contrary evidence, especially that of the Great Recession, the 
powerful and privileged white men examined here typically display great 
confidence in, and often masculinist arrogance about, the emancipa-
tory power of white-run oligopoly capitalism. They and their managerial 
assistants have convinced most ordinary whites to believe the same. This 
is unsurprising, as most have learned and articulated the capitalistic class 
frame and associated racist and sexist frames since their youth. They thus 
become the leading class propagandists engaging in efforts to excuse the 
devastating societal damage that contemporary capitalism regularly creates 
as socially necessary.

In the process, the white racial frame’s central fictions regarding whites’ 
racial and moral superiority and the sexist frame’s central fiction of male 
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superiority are repeatedly enhanced. Nowhere is this outlook better illus-
trated than in the individual bootstrap narrative central to the American 
Dream of upward socioeconomic mobility within U.S. capitalism (see 
Chapter 7). According to this perspective anyone who will work hard can 
achieve the American Dream (a decent job, house, family security, funded 
retirement). However, while dreamed of by most Americans, the mythi-
cal American Dream has for the most part been fully achievable only by 
whites. Moreover, as the scholar Susan Strong has underscored, this white 
American Dream has been available to a great many whites (but not all) 
because people of color have historically been exploited to generate much 
white prosperity over the generations.70

Members of the Elite Rationalize Oligopoly Capitalism

At the 2012 Democratic National Convention, former President Bill Clin-
ton acknowledged, albeit without reference to underlying systemic issues, 
the hollow conventional metaphor of individual bootstrapping. He spoke 
of a conservative narrative that falsely casts Democrats as distinctive archi-
tects of an “entitlement” society, thereby supposedly encouraging ordinary 
Americans to become too reliant on government support programs. That 
well-worn political narrative, explained Clinton, suggests that all virtuous 
politicians are totally self-made. He put a spotlight on distorted claims of 
individual bootstrapping. Even so, he made no explicit mention of the mil-
lions of men and women color, or of white women, who are disproportion-
ately cut off from equal opportunity and economic empowerment by the 
everyday impacts of systemic racism and sexism.71

This bootstrap narrative is central to biographies of most influential 
white Americans. To take one example, Daniel Mitchell, a fellow at the Cato 
Institute, is representative of influential conservative whites who propagate 
this narrative. For elite men like him, market fundamentalism is the libera-
tor of deserving Americans and the avenue to the American Dream. If the 
federal government could be kept more in check, this individualistic Amer-
ican Dream would supposedly thrive well into the future.72

The few white women who have managed to move up into top ranks of 
the corporate sphere, which is still largely controlled by imposing white 
men, usually must conform to the white male normative structure there. 
For instance, the former computer company executive Carly Fiorina’s 
 official narrative reveals her commitment to this bootstrap mythology. In 
2015 she announ ced her campaign for the U.S. presidency. She has long 
touted the myth of the accessible-to-all American Dream. In her autobiog-
raphy she writes about her supposedly modest beginnings in middle-class 
America. That story is not true, for her childhood offered great privileges. At 
four years old, she was studying French and frequenting operas. Her father  
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was a federal judge and taught at major law schools.73 Fiorina greatly exag-
gerated her background to seem an ordinary American. Additionally, she 
has publicly denied the systemic sex discrimination that all women face. 
As CEO of Hewlett-Packard (1999–2005), she was the first woman ever 
to head a top 20 U.S. corporation. Yet, even as she related personal exam-
ples of gender discrimination she faced in the corporate world, she also 
articulated the myth that the U.S. is a great “land of opportunity, not sex-
ist oppression.”74 For this essentially white dream of great socioeconomic 
mobility she emphasizes to persevere, it would have to be real to begin with.

Unsurprisingly, young white Americans often aggressively assert this 
white framing of U.S. society. To take just one example, Tal Fortgang was a 
Princeton University student from an affluent family whose recent opinion 
piece on white privilege in his Ivy League student newspaper went viral. 
He censured those who asked him “to check his privilege,” which, contrary 
to Fortgang’s understanding, means being aware and critical of the subtle 
and covert negative operations of white male privilege and power. “It’s not 
a matter of white or black, male or female or any other division which we 
seek,” he argued, “but a matter of the values we pass along, the legacy we 
leave, that perpetuates ‘privilege.’ ”75 He drew on his difficult ancestral fam-
ily history to argue, in an uninformed way, that anyone with the proper 
values and work ethic could overcome major societal barriers.76

For white-run oligopoly capitalism to prosper, ordinary whites, not just 
the elite, must believe in the fictional bootstrap narrative. Fortgang’s uncon-
ditional faith in this mythical narrative doubtless stems in part from the 
white-controlled media and educational establishments that constantly 
press the all-pervasive white racial frame and male sexist frame on young 
minds. Fortgang was apparently shielded from a genuine telling of U.S. 
racial history, including the unrelenting struggles of Americans of color 
who survived whites’ genocidal, enslaving, Jim Crow actions and now face 
contemporary discrimination. In our view the majority of whites need to 
pay much more attention to how Americans of color have experienced the 
harsh realities of white oppression in both the past and the present (see 
Chapter 7).

Negatively Framing Those Who Do Not Succeed

The bootstrap narrative shapes the life stories of some prominent people 
of color who serve as props to substantiate fictitious claims of a post-racial 
U.S. society. Such assertions sound something like, “If Oprah and Obama 
can make it, then every black person can.” Accordingly, barriers of systemic 
racism and sexism are rejected. Misrepresented accounts of declarations of 
individual bootstrapping, and even genuine stories of people who did some-
how move up the societal ladder, are frequently used by white politicians, 
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media commentators, and corporate executives to cultivate a narrative in 
which working hard (“merit”) supposedly leads to economic success. The 
implication is that if you are poor or otherwise struggling, blame yourself 
for not trying hard enough. Such racist or classist framing, and deflective 
rationalizing, overlooks the reality of millions of Americans working at 
least as hard as those in the corporate and political elites; indeed, many of 
the latter do not work as hard as ordinary Americans.77

Evidence of how central the white racial frame is to contemporary oli-
gopolistic capitalism is found in the negative subframes commonly directed 
at Americans of color. Indeed, one major illustration of how systemic racial, 
gender, and class issues intersect is that of the fictional black “welfare queen.” 
According to no less than President Ronald Reagan (1981–1989), such a 
person lived in Chicago and had many aliases and Social Security cards to 
gain welfare funds. However, neither Reagan nor any investigation by jour-
nalists provided evidence for this fictional villain. The racist image of the 
allegedly welfare-cheating and lazy black mother has been central to a dom-
inant white framing of moderate-income black women for many decades.78 
Indeed, this racialization of black women is not unique, for other moderate- 
income women of color have faced similarly hostile white framing.

Sociologists Kenneth Neubeck and Noël Cazenave use the concept of 
gendered racism to explain white hostility to the clichéd welfare queen. They 
assess the ways in which negative racial, gender, and class descriptions of 
those who must rely on public aid are often accented even by the mostly 
white architects of government welfare support policies. Since a great many 
white women also depend on this public welfare, Neubeck and Cazenave 
question why whites only emphasize African American women and employ 
this coded racist language in policy discourse. As the counterpart of the 
bootstrap mythology, this coded racist imagery serves the purposes of the 
ruling elite.79 This elite-generated discourse has proven alarmingly effective, 
to the present day, because most ordinary whites are willing to embrace 
such aggressively gendered racist mythology. “The Welfare Queen driving 
a pink Cadillac to cash her welfare checks at the liquor store fits a narrative 
that many white, working-class [and middle and upper class] Americans 
had about inner-city blacks,” explains historian John Hinshaw. “It doesn’t 
matter if the story was fabricated, it fit the narrative, and so it felt true, 
and it didn’t need to be verified.”80 To understand why the “welfare queen” 
endures as white mythology is to understand more about the operation of 
systemic racism. Many whites accept the fictitious welfare queen narrative 
because they rely on such racist framing of alleged black criminality to help 
safeguard their institutionalized racial privileges and unjust enrichments—
which they view as mostly a result of their virtues, including a virtuous 
work ethic. In this manner they refuse to recognize and understand the 
empirical realities of centuries of white racial oppression. But more is at 
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work here. The “welfare queen” myth is an excellent example of the decid-
edly oppressive and globally determining racial, class, and gender subsys-
tems that typically appear together in societal operations. Recall that these 
subsystems are interlocking, codetermining, and coreproducing in a helix-
like fashion—in part because the same or similar elite white men have long 
ruled at the top of each subsystem, and thereby over the entire elite-white-
male dominance system.

Indeed, more recently and regularly, candidates for the Republican nom-
ination for president—such as Newt Gingrich, Rick Santorum, and Mitt 
Romney—have viewed themselves as “white knights” out to slay another 
version of the welfare chiselers stereotype. In 2012, for example, each of 
these powerful white politicians dubbed the African American President 
Barack Obama a “food stamp president” or proclaimed him the architect 
of a troubled “entitlement” society. Such racialized political claims are to be 
expected because any serious discussion of systemic classism (e.g., poverty) 
and systemic racism issues runs antithetical to white capitalistic fictions 
about individual work ethics and socioeconomic bootstrapping always 
leading to substantial economic and other societal success.81

Conclusion

In the early 2000s the United States and other western countries faced a 
devastating Great Recession, yet the framing and actions of very powerful 
white men have still not been fully assessed. One usually cannot do so in 
the elite-controlled mainstream media. It is impossible to call out and fully 
problematize the ruling white-male group, or even their immediate aco-
lytes, in a sustained way as they have too much societal power and control. 
This means no real systemic financial reforms are possible.

In a recent book Rana Foroohar, a more critical financial analyst, points 
out that the U.S. financial system has as yet not been significantly reformed 
and that the extensive “financialization of America”—that is, the dominance 
of large financial institutions—constantly means there is a probability of at 
least another Great Recession. Only 15 percent of the money in the U.S. 
system runs through the real economy; most is looping around the financial 
sector. The tax system encourages major capitalists, owners and top corpo-
rate executives, to store money overseas or buy back their stock instead of 
reinvesting in U.S. jobs and to seek short-term profits rather than longer- 
term investments and innovations. Additionally, many financial regulations 
that were suggested as necessary right after the Great Recession have not yet 
been implemented.82

Significantly, a recent report from the research division of the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) actually admitted that some of their and 
other leading financial institutions’ neoliberal policies had been a failure. 
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Removing restrictions on the movement of capital across country borders 
and the fiscal approach called “austerity programs” (forcing governments to 
reduce deficits and debt levels) had not created in most countries the eco-
nomic growth that the IMF had asserted would be the case and had actually 
increased socioeconomic inequality. These heavy costs of neoliberalism for 
countries, they note timidly, “epitomize the trade-off between the growth 
and equity effects of some aspects of the neoliberal agenda. Increased 
inequality in turn hurts the level and sustainability of growth.” They further 
admitted that the IMF’s top officials have been correct in moving recently to 
permit some governments to use their funds to support greater economic 
expansion rather than just austerity. They also noted that the IMF’s views 
on country controls on private capital had changed “to greater acceptance 
of controls to deal with the volatility of capital flows.”83

In addition, another major economic report makes clear the failure of the 
(overwhelmingly white) western economics profession to forecast the Great 
Recession accurately. Western economists have relied too heavily “on models 
that disregard key factors—including heterogeneity of decision rules, revi-
sions of forecasting strategies, and changes in the social context—that drive 
outcomes in asset and other markets.” That is, they often leave out research on 
the well-institutionalized actions of the white, mostly male powerholders.84

While the heralded rhetoric of contemporary oligopoly capitalism 
emphasizes individual choice and open meritocracy, an exclusive group of 
white male decision-makers mostly hold the corporate and government 
reins of great economic power. As a result, making good individual and 
family economic choices is still difficult for countless millions of Ameri-
cans. Even with periodic people’s protests, getting top decision-makers to 
accept major responsibility for persisting systemic class, racial, and gender 
discrimination is currently impossible.

One global survey of more than 1,000 major CEOs, the majority likely 
being white men, found important information on how they currently think 
about societal issues that might affect them and their corporations. The sur-
vey found that top among their priorities was government over-regulation, 
likely connected to concern for corporate profits. Strikingly, in their list of 
corporate and contextual concerns there is no mention of global warming, 
racial and gender discrimination, or growing economic inequalities.85 One 
reason for this lack of concern with discrimination and inequality is the 
threat that progressive societal change in these areas would bring atten-
tion to their generally undeserved and unjust material standing in society. 
Indeed, despite the market causes of the financial meltdown of 2007–2010, 
most ruling-class whites continue to place their faith in market funda-
mentalism. Their celebration of oligopoly capitalism provides continuing 
legitimation for large-scale socioeconomic inequality and their quest for 
material aggrandizement.86
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Well into the era of recovery from the Great Recession, three rich white 
men who were central to the Great Recession and the problematical recovery 
strategies had a good laugh about societal inequality issues. At a conference 
panel in plush Beverly Hills, the former Treasury Secretaries Robert Rubin, 
Henry Paulson, and Timothy Geithner were interviewed on the country’s 
increasing inequality by media executive Sheryl Sandberg. When asked 
about this, Paulson said “he’d been working on income inequality since his 
days at Goldman Sachs, Geithner quipped, ‘In which direction?’ ‘You were 
increasing it!’ cracked Rubin, as everyone on stage roared with laughter.”87

Imagine if the standards that most rich white men apply to poor Amer-
icans were applied to them. Most have received huge government subsi-
dies, tax concessions, or bailouts of various kinds. They could be accurately 
labeled “corporate welfare bums” and “unworthy entitlement seekers.” 
Wealthy Americans and their allies would protest legislation reducing their 
large-scale subsidies as unfairly targeting the “virtuous” well-to-do.88

Indeed, the large-scale corporate bailouts and other corporate welfare 
programs described in this chapter are at the heart of recurring fiscal crises 
at all government levels. The recurring capitalistic bailouts raise the major 
question of how much of the economic and other social costs of white-elite- 
run capitalism the government and its taxpayers should pay. There is a 
dramatic societal contradiction between the massive size of government 
expenditures for corporate subsidies and the social costs created by their 
operations and the large-scale government expenditures necessary to meet 
essential social needs of ordinary people, such as for Social Security and 
unemployment insurance programs. One repeatedly observes across U.S. 
history that the federal government cannot support corporate subsidies 
and then still adequately meet the substantial needs of working people 
without creating government and societal fiscal crises. In the future this 
basic contradiction has the potential to collapse the current U.S. political- 
economic system.

To hide underlying social class contradictions, top corporate and gov-
ernment officials have long promoted aggressive propaganda against the 
economically oppressed, especially Americans of color. Public social ser-
vices, they often claim, are a waste of (implied as white) taxpayers’ money. 
Racialized poor-bashing and other classist and racist framing work 
together to conceal the country’s extensive corporate welfare and the every-
day decisions of a powerful elite that make many people poor by means of 
exploitation in numerous workplaces and other economic areas. In addi-
tion, influential businesspeople and their government allies regularly come 
together to defend contemporary oligopoly capitalism against periodic 
attacks from unionized and other organized citizens. In these various ways, 
again and again, the dominant racial, class, and sexist/masculinist frames 
support and coreproduce each other across the society.
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Meanwhile, the society’s economic dissenters, a few even in the elite, 
must fight an uphill battle on behalf of the relatively powerless majority of 
Americans. They must try to articulate an effective social justice counter- 
framing, but this is exceptionally hard to sustain in face of well-established, 
long-existing systems of oppression.



In the previous chapter we examined important decisions made by the 
mostly white male members of the elite in regard to the U.S. economic 
and class system. Now we turn to numerous significant decisions made by 
members of that elite in top government positions as they changed or per-
petuated the country’s foundational and systemic racism.

Recall from previous discussions that the operation of this country’s 
government has long been elitist in racial, class, and gender terms. Indeed, 
since the election of the first president in 1789, the president has been an 
important member of the ruling elite. In most countries the person in the 
president’s role holds modest power, but the U.S. president has come to be 
what many view as the “most powerful elected official in the world.”1 Until 
2009, the 43 presidents were all elite white men. Elected on November 2008, 
Barack Obama was the first and only president of color, and even he relied 
heavily on experienced white male advisors and assistants. In turn, he was 
followed in 2017 by an elite white man. As we noted previously, not one 
president has been elected directly by the voters—because of the undem-
ocratic electoral college that actually selects the president. This political 
framework is a white-elite-created reality with intentionally limited demo-
cratic input—including the ordinary citizen’s “right” to vote for congressio-
nal and presidential candidates who are very disproportionately white men 
or others vetted or funded by elite white men.

In this chapter we examine the extraordinary power that a few white male 
presidents and their implementing acolytes have had in creating, maintain-
ing, and changing aspects of the systemic racism that has remained central 
to the elite-white-male dominance system over the last several decades. Then 
we will examine the distinctive situation of President Barack Obama as he 
inherited and dealt with this system of racial oppression, including the large-
scale racist attacks he experienced during his elections and presidential terms.

White Racial Framing and the Political Elite

As with decisions of top corporate officials, the decisions of most lead-
ing political officials, including presidents, have routinely reflected the 
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dominant white racial framing of society. Recall from previous chapters 
that for centuries that omnipresent frame has provided an overarching 
worldview extending across class, gender, age, and other divisions among 
the dominant white racial group. Imposed on all white minds, this racial 
frame is still a prevailing “frame of mind” for most whites in regard to 
important racial matters. Remember, too, that it is often associated with the 
male sexist frame—thereby creating a widespread societal reality of domi-
nant white masculinity.

The elite white, mostly male establishment is not monolithic on major 
political and other social issues. Today, as in the past, this elite has a rather 
large conservative faction and a significant moderate faction—and a rel-
atively small liberal faction. Historical and contemporary data indicate 
that a large segment of influential whites in this conservative faction have 
regularly expressed an overtly racist perspective and framed such pro-
tests against oppression by Americans of color in racially negative terms. 
Moreover, among a majority of elite and ordinary whites, and especially 
conservatives, the pro-white-virtue narrative assumes that contemporary 
whites are now mostly colorblind (i.e., personal racism is dead) and that 
“reverse racism” (i.e., supposed discrimination against whites) is serious. 
An example of these white-framed notions has come from a famous mem-
ber of the elite, Donald Trump, who became U.S. president in 2017. Trump 
once insisted that “A well-educated black has a tremendous advantage over 
a well-educated white in terms of the job market,” adding that “I’ve said on 
one occasion, even about myself, if I were starting off today, I would love to 
be a well-educated black, because I believe they have an actual advantage.”2

Over the decades since the 1970s, the right-wing of the elite establish-
ment has grown in power substantially because well-off white conservatives 
have funded influential right-wing think tanks, such as the American Enter-
prise Institute and the Heritage Foundation. Their mostly white “experts” 
have been successful in getting the contemporary right-wing’s very conser-
vative ideas into mainstream media, and especially in media like the Fox 
cable channel and right-wing radio shows. Assisted by other conservatives, 
the commentators from right-wing think tanks have helped to indoctrinate 
ordinary whites and some people of color in an often aggressive and overt 
white framing of racial issues.3

Members of the white ruling class, including presidents and presidential 
candidates, have regularly operated politically out of versions of the domi-
nant white racial frame. In quests to secure votes of fellow whites, they have 
drawn on its racial stereotypes, interpretive concepts, images, emotions, 
and narratives. Many emphasize aspects of white virtue, moral goodness, or 
superiority. On the flip side, they may depend on racial narratives accentu-
ating what they and other whites frame as the mediocrity or inferiority of 
people of color and their vices, immorality, or deviant propensities.4
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Lyndon Johnson: The 1960s Civil Rights Era

Let us consider some of this variation in racial framing and action across 
several contemporary presidencies. The white elite’s more moderate and 
liberal members, though historically often the smaller group in the elite, 
have periodically been more positive in their framing of Americans of color 
and people’s movements protesting discrimination. Under pressure from 
the latter, these moderates and liberals have been largely responsible for 
white contributions to liberalizing U.S. society on racial, class, gender, and 
other social hierarchy issues. This included their active support in getting 
rid of slavery in the 1860s Civil War era and eliminating legal segregation 
during the 1960s civil rights era. In that 1960s era, President Lyndon John-
son and a majority of members of Congress—most of them white men—
did belatedly enact important civil rights laws—the 1964 Civil Rights Act, 
the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and the 1968 Fair Housing Act.

Legal scholar Derrick Bell has suggested that this type of political change 
in racial patterns usually entails significant “interest convergence” between 
some part of the elite and certain dissenting groups of ordinary Americans.5 
Ending totalitarian Jim Crow segregation involved convergence between 
interests of the white elite’s moderate/liberal faction and the interests of 
black civil rights leaders and civil rights organizations.6 The main goal of 
elite moderates was, then as now, the preservation of societal order by end-
ing overt racial conflicts. The 1950s–1960s civil rights movements gener-
ated a legitimation crisis for this elite in the United States and abroad. They 
were concerned with how the Soviet Union seemed to be winning the “Cold 
War” with the United States by circulating media information (e.g., pho-
tos of black children attacked by police) to countries across the globe. This 
mostly white, mostly male elite has acted to end some racial discrimination 
only when it as a group profits in significant ways—in this case, from pos-
itive international press coverage about the end of Jim Crow segregation, 
and thus from the resulting greater U.S. influence in its international strug-
gle with the Soviet Union.

The belated federal enactment of the 1960s civil rights laws, as well as the 
support of them by key Democratic Party leaders, has had significant effects 
on U.S. politics. Democratic Party commitments to civil rights laws have 
brought a major increase in the number of voters of color, and a positive 
orientation among them to the Democratic Party in numerous elections. 
Additionally, party reforms since the civil rights era have helped voters and 
officials of color to gain greater power within the more liberal wing of the 
Democratic Party. Still, these important civil rights laws and government 
attempts at enforcing them have persistently stirred up the racial fears of 
many whites and led them to move their allegiance from the Democratic 
Party to the Republican Party since the 1960s.7
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Richard Nixon: Rolling Back Civil Rights Progress

Once the necessity of interest convergence over civil rights was reduced by the 
decline of the Cold War, and by the decrease in organized civil rights protests, 
most in the white male elite clearly felt much less pressure to end the reality of 
widespread and continuing racial discrimination against Americans of color. 
More conservative thinking came to dominate in regard to racial matters. Thus, 
conservative presidential administrations since the election of Republican 
President Richard Nixon (1969–1974) have intentionally weakened enforce-
ment of civil rights laws and blocked numerous expansions of these laws.

In the 1968 and 1972 presidential campaigns, Nixon and his top advis-
ers, all white men, developed the so-called southern strategy, which suc-
cessfully targeted southern white voters. (Since many southerners are not 
white, it is more accurately termed the “white southern strategy.”) Addition-
ally, during and after these political campaigns Nixon made frequent use of 
racist code words (“states’ rights,” “law and order,” “crime in the streets”) to 
attract more whites to the Republican Party. He succeeded in relating to the 
widespread white discontent with the civil rights movement and desegrega-
tion efforts in the North and South.8 White advisors working with Nixon, 
such as Kevin Phillips, helped to craft the white southern (and northern) 
strategy. Philips argued that the emerging “Republican majority” among 
voters meant the party did not need “urban Negroes” and other “vested 
interests” to win major political offices. They could successfully focus on the 
majority of white voters upset with racial change.9

In his first term Nixon made clear his white-racist framing and related 
discriminatory commitments. He welcomed former arch-segregationist 
and white supremacist Democratic Senator Strom Thurmond to the Repub-
lican Party, nominated southern racial conservatives to the Supreme Court, 
and reduced government efforts to desegregate schools.10 He brought in 
conservative officials to weaken enforcement of school and other racial 
desegregation and covertly pressed the FBI to harass civil rights groups. In 
addition, Nixon appointed a former segregationist, William Rehnquist, to 
the Supreme Court. Rehnquist later became Chief Justice and shepherded 
the high court in a more racially conservative direction, including helping 
to roll back racial desegregation efforts.

Nixon’s private actions regularly signaled his operation out of a blatant ver-
sion of the old white racist frame. According to advisers, he frequently used 
racist words like “nigger,” “jigaboo,” and “jigs” for black people in private dis-
cussions and asserted that certain government programs could not benefit 
black Americans because they were “genetically inferior.”11 His chief white aide 
kept diaries of interactions with Nixon, one entry from which noted that the

President emphasized that you have to face that the whole [wel-
fare] problem is really the blacks. The key is to devise a system that 
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recognizes this, while not appearing to. Problem with overall welfare 
plan is that it forces poor whites into the same position as blacks. . . . 
Pointed out that there has never in history been an adequate black 
nation, and they are the only race of which this is true.12

Additionally, in 1970 Nixon and Vice President Spiro Agnew performed a 
piano duet at a Washington celebrity dinner. There Nixon sarcastically asked 
Agnew, “What about this ‘southern strategy’ we hear so often?” To great 
white audience laughter, Agnew answered in a mock black dialect, “Yes Suh, 
Mr. President, ah agree with you completely on yoah southern strategy.”13 
Nixon and his high-ranking white associates regularly fostered a racist cli-
mate throughout the Nixon administration’s halls of power.14 Note too that 
one likely reason for Nixon’s actions reflecting white conservative views of 
racial matters was the increase in (white) corporate lobbying in Washing-
ton, D.C., in this era. Indeed, ever since the Nixon administration, consid-
erable business lobbying has been aimed at ending or reshaping government 
antidiscrimination policies that might affect corporate profitmaking—yet 
another intertwining of contemporary capitalism and systemic racism.

Jimmy Carter: More Variation in White Framing

In numerous ways the Nixon era civil rights rollbacks remained in place 
during the Democratic presidencies of Jimmy Carter (1977–1981) and Bill 
Clinton (1993–2001). In Carter’s case, this might have been expected. Early 
in his political career, Carter had a strong positive orientation to white supe-
riority and virtue and a strong negative orientation to African Americans. 
As a Georgia state senator (1963–1967), he was silent about the many beat-
ings and incarcerations of black civil rights protesters for fear of alienating 
white voters.15 During his 1970 bid for Georgia governor, he simultaneously 
pursued black voters and white segregationist voters.

In his successful 1976 bid for the U.S. presidency, his campaign statements 
were replete with sentiments supporting white in-group superiority and black 
out-group inferiority.16 He pledged not to use the presidency for integration 
purposes: “I am not going to use the Federal Government’s authority delib-
erately to circumvent the natural inclination of people to live in ethnically 
homogeneous neighborhoods. . . . it is good to maintain the homogeneity of 
neighborhoods if they’ve been established that way.”17 Later, he said this did not 
mean the federal government should oppose residential integration, but that it 
should not enact such changes. Clearly, he was trying to win over white voters.18

Unsurprisingly, Carter’s presidential administration (1977–1981) had 
modest antidiscrimination policies and enforcement. The significantly 
increasing conservative political movement of this era meant that he faced 
an overwhelmingly white Congress where there was less support for expand-
ing federal funding for important social welfare and antidiscrimination 
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programs. Still, Carter did work to improve the socioeconomic and edu-
cational conditions faced by black Americans. He ordered federal agencies 
to undertake a Black College Initiative, which included more assistance for 
historically black colleges. His top officials worked on increasing opportu-
nities to create minority-owned businesses and to enable them to be com-
petitive for federal contracts. Carter and his administrators also committed 
themselves, under persisting pressures from civil rights organizations, to 
expand job programs to deal with youth unemployment.19

Later in life, after his presidency, Carter became much more openly and 
aggressively committed to change in the country’s racist patterns and to 
international human rights expansion. When asked in 2014 by a reporter 
to explain why most white male southerners were Republicans, Carter 
offered the most critical anti-racist framing ever articulated by a white 
president: “It’s race.  .  .  . Ever since Nixon ran—and ever since [Lyndon] 
Johnson didn’t campaign in the deep South, the Republicans have solidified 
their hold there.”20 In his astute analysis then the political positions of the 
right-moving Republican Party were designed to attract whites angry with 
racial changes. “Those kind of things just exalt the higher class, which is 
the whites,” he said, “and they draw a subtle, but very effective racial line 
throughout the South.”21 In recent decades Carter’s analysis of racial issues 
has been devoid of his earlier language evasion; he now speaks of changing 
systemic white racism in a very active voice.

Ronald Reagan: Again Moving Backwards on Civil Rights

The major conservative turn in U.S. politics that marked the Ronald Reagan 
administration (1981–1989) resulted in significant rollbacks of civil rights 
progress. Reagan had long operated out of an open racist framing. When he 
campaigned in 1976 against President Gerald Ford for the Republican pres-
idential nomination, he specifically sought former segregationist George 
Wallace’s voters, called for a constitutional amendment to ban bus transport 
for school desegregation, and advocated ending other government actions 
to desegregate. He thereby further developed the white conservative strat-
egy of catering to white racial fears and desires to return to many of the 
overtly racist patterns of the past.22

Unsurprisingly, in his 1980s elections Reagan won a majority of white vot-
ers in southern states with appeals to white opposition to significant change 
in patterns of racial discrimination. After his elections, his governing strategy 
continued this pattern. One key Republican political activist and advisor, Lee 
Atwater, was blunt in explaining this white-framed conservative strategy:

You start out in 1954 by saying, “Nigger, nigger, nigger.” By 1968, you 
can’t say “nigger”—that hurts you. Backfires. So you say stuff like 
forced busing, states’ rights, and all that stuff. You’re getting so abstract 
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now you’re talking about cutting taxes, and all these things you’re 
talking about are totally economic things, and a byproduct of them is 
blacks get hurt worse than whites.23

Atwater was, in effect, laying out how a racialized anti-government, anti-tax, 
privatization agenda has been presented in politically coded language, lan-
guage that has been central to numerous Republican political efforts ever since.

Top Reagan administration officials signaled by their everyday com-
ments that there was an openly racist climate in many areas of the admin-
istration. Michael Deaver, a major Reagan adviser, had a “penchant for 
telling racist jokes about blacks” and these “jolted associates and members 
of the White House press corps.” Yet other Reagan aides engaged in rac-
ist joking, including references to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. as “Martin 
Lucifer Coon.” One high administration official, Terrel Bell, later wrote 
about his distress over the significant racist commentary among his fellow 
Reagan officials.24

One central feature of the Reagan administration was a heavy emphasis 
on a renewed and racialized “war on drugs,” a strong metaphorical descrip-
tion intending to orient the public away from viewing drug addiction as a 
curable disease. This was then, and still is now, an obvious example of how 
the ruling elite creates and spreads metaphorical language in order to lure 
the unreflective majority of the public into accepting its often oppressive and 
destructive actions. That is, leading white political officials committed much 
federal funding and many federal employees to this supposed new “war.”

A central goal was clearly racist—that is, to aggressively target drug use 
in communities of color while largely ignoring similar use in white commu-
nities. With media fanfare and local white support for this “war,” expanded 
government funding assisted in greatly expanded, semi-militarized policing 
programs in most cities. Significantly, there was little conservative opposi-
tion to “big government” in this case. Greatly expanding police funding and 
the prison-industrial complex was viewed as necessary to sharply increase 
the number of incarcerated black and Latino Americans—and, not coinci-
dentally, increase low-wage prison labor for corporations and at the same 
time reduce voters of color. This increase was substantially the result of the 
discriminatory enforcement of old and new drug laws. Only in the early 
21st century did many conservatives start to question the high economic 
costs of this discrimination, and even then with much less concern for the 
human costs.25

George H. W. Bush: The Specter of “Willie” Horton

Since the 1960s, Republican candidates for the presidency and other high 
offices have generally been more explicit and open in their white-virtue sen-
timents and/or negative views of people of color than Democratic candidates. 
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One influential racist campaign involved the 1988 “Willie” Horton adver-
tisement run by the George H. W. Bush presidential campaign. In that infa-
mous ad the Democratic presidential hopeful Governor Michael Dukakis is 
attacked by Republicans for his allegedly soft-on-crime policies. It featured 
an ominous mug shot of a black prisoner, “Willie” Horton, who had raped a 
white woman and knifed her fiancé while out on a Massachusetts prisoner- 
furlough program, one put into place before Dukakis was governor there. 
It falsely suggested that Dukakis was responsible for dangerous black felons 
on the streets. According to its creator, white conservative Larry McCarthy, 
the ad’s mug shot intentionally made Horton look disheveled and suppos-
edly like “every suburban [white] mother’s greatest fear.”26 It helped to cement 
George H. W. Bush’s (1989–1993) victory in that presidential campaign.

The Bush campaign officially insulated itself from accusations of racism 
by maintaining the ad had been produced by an “independent” political 
action committee. However, Bush cited “Willie” Horton (William Horton 
was his actual name) frequently on the campaign trail, and campaign offi-
cials distributed thousands of copies of a magazine story about Horton 
entitled “Getting Away with Murder.”27

Over the years since, Republican officials have frequently used an array 
of such strategies to tie Democratic candidates to negative images of Amer-
icans of color, and thereby attract more white voters. Larry McCarthy has 
continued to rely heavily on the negative placement of people of color in 
political ads. In a 2010 political ad for the American Future Fund, backed 
by white billionaires, McCarthy redirected public animosity for Muslims 
toward another Democratic candidate. Propagating the false notion that 
a proposed Mosque and Islamic Center for Manhattan were intended as 
monuments reveling in the 9/11 attacks, the intentionally distorted ad 
urged Iowa voters to vote against the Democratic candidate for his alleged 
support of that construction.28

In the George H. W. Bush period, another openly racist political ad was 
created for a leading Republican politician, former arch-segregationist Sen-
ator Jesse Helms (R-North Carolina). In his reelection campaign he was 
trailing his Democratic rival Harvey Gantt, an African American, in opinion 
polls. His minions created a racist television attack ad, in which the camera 
zoomed in on white hands holding a letter while a narrator remarked, “You 
needed that job, but they had to give it to a minority.” Gantt’s support of 
modest programs to remedy long years of anti-black discrimination had 
been identified in surveys as unpopular among white voters. This “white 
hands” ad, one for which there was no evidence, likely helped to secure the 
overtly racist Helms’ reelection. Again, the ad’s obvious intent was to make 
political use of many whites’ resentments about racial change—which since 
the 1960s have been central to their racial framing of society.29
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As continuously happens with the negative placement of people of color 
and the elevation of whites in the commonplace white framing, the ad effec-
tively erased the personal biographies of both candidates. In fact, Gantt had 
a longstanding interest in civil rights. From an early age he had studied 
nonviolent protest techniques so that at sit-ins he would be prepared for the 
resistance of many whites. Blatantly racist views and actions had defined 
Helms’ life, yet this fact was often side-stepped or softened in the main-
stream media.30 Later on, after Helms announced his retirement from the 
Senate, a Washington Post columnist captured the hidden workings of the 
pro-white subframe of the dominant racial frame thus:

the New York Times described [Helms] as “a conservative stalwart for 
nearly 30 years,” the Boston Globe as “an unyielding icon of conserva-
tives and an archenemy of liberals.” The Washington Post identified 
Helms as “one of the most powerful conservatives on Capitol Hill for 
three decades.” Those were accurate descriptions. But they skirted the 
point. . . . the squeamishness of much of the press in characterizing 
Helms for what he is suggests an unwillingness to confront the reality 
of race [i.e., white racism] in our national life.31

A few years later, a leading Republican activist, Ralph Reed, described 
the contemporary orientation of the party thus: “You’re going to see a new 
Republican party that is still primarily white and that is fiscally and mor-
ally conservative, but that also is attempting to project an image of racial 
tolerance and moderation.”32 Unmistakably, Reed was revealing that many 
mainstream white Republicans envisioned a Party that is primarily white 
but looks good publicly with its nicely veneered “image of racial tolerance.”

Bill Clinton: Appealing to White Working-Class Northerners

To varying degrees, leading Democratic Party politicians have also operated 
out of overt versions of the white frame. For instance, revitalizing his lag-
ging campaign for the presidency in 1992, Bill Clinton attempted to appeal 
to white working-class northerners by criticizing the African American 
recording artist Sister Souljah. Following the early 1990s black “riots” in Los 
Angeles, Souljah had offered an explanation as to why blacks had protested 
in the streets, as might be seen from the perspective a young gang mem-
ber: “If the social and economic system has neglected your development 
and you have become a casual killer who will kill even your own brother, 
in your mindset, why not kill a white person?” She was not personally 
advocating violence, but sought to make whites understand that violence 
directed by blacks against nonblacks during the uprising was set within 
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harsh white-controlled socioeconomic realities that unsurprisingly gener-
ated local urban violence.33

Seeking white votes, Clinton ignored her obvious reasoning and 
remarked that if one reversed the words “white” and “black,” one might 
think a Klan member was speaking. The timing of his criticism, during an 
address to a civil rights group, was calculated. He attempted to distance 
himself from the Democratic Party’s more liberal leaders. Later on, in his 
autobiography, Clinton did admit his racialized criticism was triggered by 
his faltering political campaign.34

Clinton’s attack on Souljah only worked because ordinary whites mostly 
viewed black Americans as menacing, an assumption dependent on the old 
anti-black subframe of the dominant white frame. Interviewed after Clin-
ton’s remarks, Souljah noted that white

America needs Sister Souljah to be the black monster, to scare all of 
the white people to the polls because they were disinterested in a very 
boring, very sloppy political campaign that’s been put forth by not 
only Clinton, but George Bush himself.35

In another interview she expanded her critique:

Bill Clinton is like a lot of white politicians. They eat soul food, they 
party with black women, they play the saxophone, but when it comes 
to domestic and foreign policy, they make the same decisions that 
are destructive to African people in this country and throughout the 
world.36

Significantly, too, no major white politicians or media commentators 
tried to seriously understand the black counter-framing of white racism 
eloquently presented by Sister Souljah.

Over his campaigns and presidency, Clinton and his close associates 
regularly played into the dominant white frame. These mostly white men 
periodically did this by distancing themselves from civil rights leaders and 
the aggressive civil rights enforcement Americans of color sought. On one 
occasion Clinton golfed at a racially segregated club with a television crew 
in tow. While he had played at the club for years in spite of its all-white 
exclusionary membership, the presence of the television crew suggested he 
was performing for white voters—with a message that “I am aware of your 
racial concerns and of the same mind as you.”37 Without a doubt, Clinton’s 
campaign tactics contained an assortment of racial stereotypes and images 
that signaled allegiance to fellow whites. Researchers concluded that white 
voters took a greater shine to Clinton after he distanced himself from Afri-
can American leaders and after his conventional white-framed statements 
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about street crime and welfare reform, which suggested he did not believe 
white racism was responsible for the predicaments in which African Amer-
icans often found themselves.38

In numerous ways, the civil rights rollbacks of previous Republican pres-
idents remained in place during Clinton’s presidency. Over his two presi-
dential terms, the Congress, often controlled by white conservatives, placed 
pressures on him for cutbacks in social programs assisting Americans of 
color. Then as now, elite Republicans like Newt Gingrich, a leader of House 
Republicans in the Clinton era, have taken a hard line against support pro-
grams for the poor. In 2011 Gingrich commented bluntly that “Really poor 
children in really poor neighborhoods have no habits of working and have 
nobody around them who works,” even though most poor adults do engage 
in paid labor.39 Clinton administration officials and other Democrats gave 
in to congressional and other political pressure by cutting back on social 
programs, as well as on racially conscious remedial policies for discrimina-
tion. In the interim, the Supreme Court was pushed toward an exceedingly 
conservative course by reactionary justices appointed by former Republi-
can presidents. For a long period since this era, the Supreme Court has had 
a majority that is very conservative, and thus has played a pivotal role in 
reducing or reversing numerous civil rights and inequality gains of prior 
decades.40

To his credit, Clinton did appoint more African Americans to important 
government positions, including judgeships, than former Republican presi-
dents. Some of these have worked hard to enforce and extend existing civil 
rights laws. Still, Clinton’s positions on civil rights issues were often weak by 
the standards of more liberal Democrats. For instance, Clinton’s weak com-
mitment was evident in his poor treatment of the distinguished civil rights 
lawyer (later, Harvard professor) Lani Guinier. Clinton appointed Guinier 
as an assistant attorney general. After the white right-wing attacked her 
with white-framed language such as “Quota Queen” (similar to racist “wel-
fare queen” language), a politically fearful Clinton backed off and did not 
defend her stellar qualifications and reasonable civil rights views, instead 
withdrawing her nomination.41

George W. Bush: More White Framing

As with the Reagan White House, there were numerous Republican reports 
of a negative racist climate created at the top during the George W. Bush 
presidential administration (2001–2009). Ron Christie, a black adviser 
there, reported that a white senior staff member once asserted that Christie’s 
office area was “starting to look like a ghetto.” Later on, Christie’s reflections 
indicated his pain: “The ghetto? I was crushed.”42 In addition, throughout 
the Bush administration there were reports of the periodic criminalization 
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and other racial stereotyping of black Americans by key white conservative 
administrators. For example, in discussions of a 2005 New Orleans hurri-
cane disaster these administrators, as well as some mainstream media com-
mentators, often described the city’s hard-hit working class residents, many 
of them black and suffering greatly, as “thugs” and “hoodlums.” In this old 
white framing, ordinary black Americans were again racially stereotyped 
as criminals.43

Numerous white government administrators over the course of Bush’s 
eight years worked to weaken or end civil rights progress. A Commission 
on Civil Rights report described the administration’s civil rights efforts as 
mainly designed just “to carry out official duties, not to promote initia-
tives or plans for improving opportunity.” Their conservative policies were 
retreating “from long-established civil rights promises in each of these 
areas.”44 This strategy was unsurprising given that, since Nixon, numerous 
Republican administrators have tried to roll back or end efforts at racially 
desegregating major institutions. Bush’s Attorney General, John Ashcroft 
(2001–2005), showed little interest in enforcing civil rights laws. He was 
even interviewed and praised by the white supremacist magazine Southern 
Partisan.45 In addition, over the next decade Bush’s Supreme Court appoint-
ments tipped the court in a more conservative white-framed direction in 
rejecting efforts at expanding voluntary desegregation and other civil rights 
programs.

Voter restriction efforts, almost all by Republicans, expanded during the 
Bush years. Ballot security programs frequently entailed the use of “intimi-
dating Republican poll watchers or challengers who may slow down voting 
lines and embarrass potential voters by asking them humiliating ques-
tions,” “people in official-looking uniforms with badges and side arms who 
question voters about their citizenship,” and advertisements “targeted to 
minority listeners containing dire threats of prison terms for people who 
are not properly registered—messages that seem designed to put minority 
voters on the defensive.” Bush’s Justice Department did little to discourage 
these voter restriction efforts.46

During the Bush years, there was an acceleration of negative, often quasi- 
racialized framing of Middle Eastern Americans (typically assumed to be 
Muslim), especially by white conservative activists and commentators. In 
2004 Bush reelection advertising, Americans of Middle Eastern descent 
were explicitly linked to terrorism. In an ad entitled “Wolves,” a pack of the 
animals (animalized Middle Eastern terrorists) invade a forest (the United 
States). George Bush, as a white Christian man, is portrayed in hyper- 
masculinist terms as skilled enough to vanquish these Middle Eastern 
“wolves.” According to the narrator, Bush’s Democratic challenger John 
Kerry in that 2004 campaign would be unable to defeat these terroristic 
“animals.” Appealing to similar xenophobic fears, another ad showed Bush 
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hugging a girl whose mom died in the 9/11 attacks. The girl declares that 
Bush is “the most powerful man in the world and all he wants to do is make 
sure I’m safe.”47 Broadcast 30,000 times, the masculinist ad was accompa-
nied by a barrage of such images on the Internet and in millions of political 
brochures.48 So effective was the appeal to irrational xenophobic fears that 
Senator Kerry, a man awarded major medals for outstanding military ser-
vice, was apparently viewed by many voters as not manly enough to lead the 
country on national security matters.

The Barack Obama Era: Extensive Racist Attacks

The election of the first African American president, Barack Obama, gener-
ated many elite and ordinary white actions signaling that the United States  
was anything but post-racial. During the 2008 election many racist attacks, 
verbal and otherwise, were made on Obama by conservative activists and 
commentators. Supporters of his Republican opponent, John McCain, 
used racist epithets for Obama at rallies; some held signs with “Vote Right, 
Vote White” or with racist (e.g., ape-like) figures of Obama. Influential 
conservatives frequently led, joined, or ignored these very racist activities. 
A  Republican Party official in Washington state had to apologize for his 
group’s selling “$3 bills” with Obama in Arab dress and mocking “black 
speech.”49 Significantly, too, such extreme racist commentary did not end 
after Obama became president.

During his presidency subtle and overt racial insults and other attacks 
continued from ordinary and elite whites. A  strategist for Obama’s cam-
paigns, David Axelrod, noted that

no other president in US history had had a member of Congress 
shout at him in the middle of a major address—as Joe Wilson of 
South Carolina did in 2009 with his “You lie!” rebuke—or faced per-
sistent questions about his American citizenship, as Obama did from 
the so-called “birther” movement.50

Axelrod concluded that many whites seemed unnerved by shifting racial 
demographics that meant they would be a minority in the near future. 
“To those people,” he suggested, “Obama is a living symbol of something 
they fear, they don’t like, and some of that has spilled into our politics.”51 
In his view racial fears contaminated the political realm and were partially 
responsible for Republicans’ unyielding opposition toward Obama’s legisla-
tive agenda.

This extensive white hating on Obama has usually been from versions of 
the dominant white racial frame—a framing of black people as inferior and 
white people as superior. In an early defense of Obama, former President 
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Jimmy Carter suggested that many whites believe that a black American 
cannot effectively lead the country. He was troubled by the emotional rac-
ist framing among whites: “I  think people who are guilty of that kind of 
personal attack against Obama have been influenced to a major degree by 
a belief that he should not be president because he happens to be African 
American. . . . It’s a racist attitude.”52 Carter’s analysis made clear that whites 
in various social classes are responsible for this racist framing and explicitly 
positions them as active agents of racism.

Additionally, President Obama endured often racialized anti-Muslim 
sentiments. Despite the fact that he is not Muslim, persistent rumors, espe-
cially among whites, insisted that he was. At a time when national security 
concerns were on many minds, efforts to link Obama with various extrem-
ists usually reflected some overt or subtle racial framing. For example, prom-
inent Representative Steven King (R-Iowa) drew on anti-Muslim sentiment 
in challenging Obama’s leadership. While claiming he did not ridicule people 
on the basis of “their race, their ethnicity, their name,” King nonetheless said,

When you think about the optics of a Barack Obama potentially get-
ting elected . . . what does this look like to the rest of the world? . . . if 
he is elected president . . . the radical Islamists and their supporters, 
will be dancing in the streets in greater numbers than they did on 
September 11.53

By linking Obama with radical terrorism, King tried to portray him as not 
a true American. King was well-known for persistent white-framed asser-
tions about a supposed national targeting of white men: “There’s been legis-
lation . . . that sets aside benefits for women and minorities. The only people 
that it excludes are white men. . . . Pretty soon, white men are going to notice 
they are the ones being excluded.”54 Today as then, the white-framed notion 
of virtuous white men under threat of exclusion seems to be widely shared. 
This is not new in white pushback against racial change, for such racially 
framed views have endured among elite and non-elite whites for centuries. 
For example, in the 19th century fearful whites argued that the abolition of 
black enslavement would result in enslavement of whites. Later on, in the 
post-slavery and post-Jim-Crow eras, the racially framed concept of “white 
subjugation” was asserted by whites who feared the democratic expansion 
of voting and other civil rights for African Americans and other Americans 
of color. Today, claims of a metaphorical “war” on whites purposefully fuel 
white racist fears, and thereby generate more discriminatory actions. They 
also help to conceal regressive government policies backing off on expand-
ing civil rights. Central to this contemporary white racial framing is, as we 
show further in the next chapters, the white fear of losing racialized power 
and privilege as Americans of color grow in number and political power.55
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Certainly, Republicans are not the only ones who have operated out 
of a white framing of Obama. In 2008, then New York Attorney General 
Andrew Cuomo (2007–2010), a Democrat who had thrown his support 
behind Obama’s primary opponent, commented on one Obama press gath-
ering in this way: “You can’t shuck and jive at a press conference.”56 Roland 
Martin, a black media commentator, explained the offensiveness of this: 
“When African Americans hear former President Bill Clinton call Obama 
a kid, that is seen as an insult. . . . It is remindful of grown black men being 
called ‘boy’ during the Jim Crow era. . . . The same goes for shuck and jive.”57

Racist Framing during and after the 2012 Election

In the 2012 presidential election, Obama’s Republican challenger was for-
mer corporate executive Mitt Romney. He too engaged in subtle and overt 
racialized attacks. At one fundraiser he chastised Obama supporters for 
being too reliant on government aid and for a sense of entitlement to “health 
care, to food, to housing.”58 He repeatedly claimed that Obama wanted to 
transform the country into an entitlement culture, with the implied benefi-
ciaries being heavily Americans of color. Numerous other influential white 
Republicans claimed Romney was correct.59

In similar fashion, Newt Gingrich and Rick Santorum, also candidates 
for the Republican nomination, referred to Obama as the “food stamp pres-
ident” and proclaimed the United States was becoming an “entitlement soci-
ety.”60 Campaigning in Iowa, Santorum exclaimed, “I  don’t want to make 
black people’s lives better by giving them somebody else’s money.”61 The only 
coded message in this case was that the “somebody else” meant whites. Such 
racialized comments caused one critical columnist to ask, “Has the time 
finally come for social scientists who blame the so-called culture of poverty 
for the lowly status of the black underclass to start focusing on the equally 
pathological culture of the wealthy, powerful—and, not coincidently, vir-
tually all-white elite?”62 This comment implicitly referenced such negative 
societal events as the 2007–2009 Great Recession which was triggered by 
the corrupt actions of a mostly white and male corporate and political elite.

Yet other powerful whites engaged in an array of racist commentaries 
about Obama around the time of this election. One prominent federal judge 
emailed acquaintances a fanciful animalizing yarn wherein Obama’s white 
mother jokes to then-young Obama that his mixed racial ancestry might 
be linked to her having wild party sex, joking that alluded to potential sex 
with a dog. For centuries now, elite and ordinary whites have mongrelized 
black Americans out of the dominant white racial frame. Aggressive ani-
malizing of President Obama and his family was widespread throughout 
the Obama elections and presidency—and continues to the present. For 
instance, in 2011 one important Republican official sent acquaintances a 
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photo of President Obama’s face on a chimpanzee. Moreover, as with many 
other whites, these leading Republican officials insisted, when they were 
called out, that they were just joking and “not racist.”63

During and after the 2012 election numerous white political commenta-
tors made their racial framing clear in other ways. After Obama’s reelection 
one elite commentator proclaimed that “Voters with forty years of politi-
cally correct [read: anti-racist] education are ecstatic to have the first black 
president. They just love the idea of it.”64 Others brought up the supposed 
Democratic “war” on whites. Conservative Representative Mo Brooks 
claimed that this was an intentional tactic Obama employed in 2008 and 
2012—wherein “he divides us all on race, on sex, creed, envy, class warfare, 
all those kinds of things.”65 Additionally, during the 2012 campaign, and 
often since, white conservatives have regularly asserted that “their coun-
try” is being taken over by Americans of color. One conservative group’s 
email fearfully emphasized the end of the “white Anglo-Saxon Protestant” 
race because of significant growth in the population of color.66 Such racially 
framed assertions are themselves very ironic, since even arch-conservative 
white Americans are today often multiethnic—that is, they include white 
groups that are not northern European or Protestant.

Hostility toward Obama and his legislative programs continued to the 
end of his administration. As we see many times in this book, the phrase “the 
American Dream” is commonly used by whites to play up the United States 
as a land of opportunity and downplay racial and class inequalities. Not long 
ago, Republican Governor Scott Walker openly opposed “Obamacare’s” 
elective Medicaid extension in order to purportedly safeguard this myth-
ical American Dream. He insisted that low-income people (i.e., people of 
color) must be pressed to get into the labor force so that they could live the 
Dream—implying the old “culture of poverty” notion long held by white 
conservatives. The major problem with his argument is that hundreds of 
thousands of hard-working but low-wage cashiers, cooks, nurses’ aides, 
restaurant staff, and caretakers—the majority of them workers of color—
were excluded from Medicaid health assistance because of its rejection by 
state Republican lawmakers like Walker. These low-wage working people 
were those the Medicaid program was originally envisioned to help.67

The white Mississippi state Representative Gene Alday told a reporter: 
“I come from a town where all the blacks are getting food stamps and what 
I call ‘welfare crazy checks.’ They don’t work.”68 When his wild racist gener-
alizations were made public, Alday maintained he was not racist and that 
his remarks had been taken out of context. Alday probably expected his 
racially framed remarks to remain private. Interestingly, social scientists 
Leslie Picca and Joe Feagin examined the differential racial commentar-
ies of white college students in both public multiracial settings and private 
all-white settings. These mostly young whites’ racial commentaries in the 
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private settings were often more overtly racist and less restrained. Differen-
tial racist performances in public “frontstage” and private “backstage” set-
tings seem to take place among influential whites like Alday as well.69

Yet other white conservatives utilized various types of white racist fram-
ing for their own political purposes. Michigan Representative Pete Hoeks-
tra, a Republican, sought to unseat Democratic Senator Debbie Stabenow 
in Michigan. One Hoekstra ad used aggressive white framing. Reflecting 
Hoekstra’s attacks on Stabenow’s supposed “big-spending” policies and 
alleged support of a “growing dependence on China,” the ad began with the 
sound of a gong and included clichéd Asian music. The ad featured the 2012 
Miss Napa Valley riding a bicycle beside a rice paddy, and she thanked Sen-
ator “Debbie Spenditnow” in a mock Chinese accent.70 The ad included a 
link to a campaign website that read “The Great Wall of Debt” with Chinese 
flags. After much protest, Hoekstra denied the ad was racist, and in a bizarre 
political move accused Stabenow, who is white, of “playing the race card.”71

Political Impacts of White Racist Framing

The highly racialized context that President Obama faced during his elec-
tions and presidential terms apparently forced him to restrain his public 
condemnation of the country’s systemic racism. Recall from Chapter 2 that 
in speeches he often catered to white racial opinion in discussing racial 
matters, such as by accenting blacks’ responsibility for life difficulties much 
more than the systemic racism that creates many such difficulties. In the 
elite-white-male dominance system it is very difficult for any political offi-
cial, especially one who is not white, to stray far from a framing of society 
that is acceptable to most elite and ordinary whites.

Additionally, the public and private racial framing of Obama by a major-
ity of whites doubtless played out in the minority of white votes he gar-
nered in the 2008 and 2012 elections. In 2012 he secured just 39 percent of 
the white vote nationally. The white southern electorate, which currently 
votes overwhelmingly Republican, was important in lowering Obama’s vote 
total.72 One reason for this voting pattern is that a great many white voters 
still hold to a racist framing of African Americans and other Americans 
of color. As noted previously, many doubtless fear that more significant 
advancements in economic and political power for Americans of color will 
reduce their white power and privilege.

This contemporary white frame is rooted in the oppressive realities of 
slavery and Jim Crow, eras making up most of U.S. history. Unsurprisingly, 
one political science study found that the “larger the number of slaves in 
his or her county of residence in 1860, the greater the probability that a 
white Southerner today will identify as a Republican, express opposition 
to race-coded policies such as affirmative action and express greater racial 
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resentment towards African Americans.”73 This finding of many white vot-
ers’ racial framing and resentment of the black population holds up for the 
number of black Americans in the county during the Jim Crow era and, 
indeed, for the number today. The long history of white racial oppression, 
of whites’ unjust enrichment and blacks unjust impoverishment, helps to 
explain the continuing reality of this country’s systemic racism, including 
persisting and racialized voting patterns.

Acolytes of Elite Men: More White Framing

As we documented previously, the ruling elite does include modest num-
bers of white women and men and women of color. Even so, these mem-
bers of the elite have to mostly conform to the normative expectations of 
leading white men in order to be allowed substantially into the elite sphere. 
As a rule, they can only move into the mostly lower reaches of the elite by 
means of powerful white male sponsors who provide them access to critical 
educational and other social networks. As sociologist Sean Elias has argued 
from his research, the relatively rare

black socio-economic power operates in the institutions and social 
and economic systems long ago created by the white power elite. . . .  
Subsequently, a racial hierarchy of the elite exists, with the power, capital,  
etc., of the white power elite far outweighing the power, capital, etc., of 
the black elite.74

Unsurprisingly, an aggressive and comprehensive white racial framing 
of society among people of color is much less common than such fram-
ing by whites, but buying into significant elements of that white frame is 
nonetheless commonplace. Prevailing white views on important matters 
remain normative for most Americans; much white historical mythology 
has been learned even by Americans of color. Elements of the dominant 
white frame are, indeed must be, accepted by youth of all backgrounds as 
they are socialized and seek jobs and other positions in white-dominated 
institutions. Moreover, since the white elite has made white racial framing 
a global phenomenon through U.S. economic, political, and media hege-
mony, many immigrants to the United States are operating out of signifi-
cant elements of this framing before their arrival. The great impact of U.S. 
media overseas often means that immigrants have a preconceived racial 
framing of African Americans and other Americans of color.75

Alejandro Castellanos and Lloyd Marcus

We can illustrate some of these points by briefly examining the views of 
two men of color, Alejandro Castellanos and Lloyd Marcus. Operating to 
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a significant degree from a version of that white racial framing, they can 
be viewed as enablers for more powerful whites. Witness the similarities 
between how they and elite whites downplay and mythologize U.S. racial 
history. Like these whites, they seem to have difficultly assessing accurately 
the contemporary realities of unjust enrichment and unjust impoverish-
ment that follows racial lines. They too rely on the dominant white frame 
to rationalize much enduring racial discrimination and inequality, as well 
as to legitimate the ways in which they and whites contribute to and benefit 
from such racial injustice. Indeed, they are often indispensable to sustain-
ing and perpetuating the overarching elite-white-male dominance system.

Some commentators have expressed amazement that the mind behind 
the aforementioned “white hands” attack ad of Senator Jesse Helms was 
that of the Latino (Cuban American) Alejandro Castellanos. Though most 
commentators agree that the ad was a blatant appeal to the racial biases 
of whites, expectedly Castellanos described his intended message rather 
differently: “[N]obody should get a job, or be denied a job because of the 
color of their skin.”76 Proud of the ad’s data-less statement about a threat to 
white jobs, he said that he felt a personal connection to this fabricated and 
racialized message:

My son is named Castellanos  .  .  . one day he could get a job or he 
could get some deal because he is of some ethnic minority. . . . I hope 
he never does. I  think that lessens you when you do that.  .  .  . The 
vast majority of Americans believe that. And if it’s wrong for us to 
discriminate that way it’s wrong for our government to discriminate 
that way. Again, it’s freedom. . . . when a conservative Republican says 
the same words that Martin Luther King says, somehow he’s racist. . . . 
I  think you’re proscribed from talking about quotas and things like 
that because you’re a . . . white guy.77

Observe how Castellanos tried to equate the message behind the “white 
hands” ad to Dr. King’s calls for black freedom from centuries of exten-
sive white discrimination. He also implied, inaccurately, that this large-
scale discrimination had ended. Clearly, a conventional white-generated 
colorblind framing informed his defense not only of the racialized ad, but 
also of the modest government policies seeking to reduce centuries-old 
anti-black discrimination. Much like leading white conservatives, Castella-
nos made repeated use of colorblind rhetoric in this and other statements 
that attempt to cover up the extensive reality of continuing discrimination 
against African Americans and other Americans of color. Moreover, in a 
more recent ad against President Obama’s health reform program, prepared 
for the white-run U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Castellanos again drew on 
racial imagery and conformed to the racial preferences of many white busi-
ness decision-makers. In that ad a black worker gazes into the camera as 
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a white worker is fired. Commenting on this imagery, a spokesperson for 
labor unions that favored Obama’s health legislation noted that in the ad 
Castellanos was “trying to use race and class to scare [white] working peo-
ple about a health care bill.”78

Consider too Lloyd Marcus, a prominent African American member 
of the conservative “Tea Party” movement. As with white conservatives, 
Obama has been a target of much criticism for the relatively few black con-
servatives like Marcus. Addressing a comment made by Obama that slavery 
and Jim Crow were justified “all too often” in the name of Christian religion, 
Marcus has countered with this deflective comment: “how about mention-
ing that white Christian abolitionists risked their lives helping blacks escape 
slavery via the Underground Railroad?  .  .  . Over 600,000 (mostly whites) 
died in the civil war which purged our nation of slavery.”79

In his reaction Marcus ignored Obama’s main point, and he also left out 
key parts of the Civil War story. It is true that in that war over 600,000 men, 
on both sides together and a majority white, had been killed. However, this 
figure includes 258,000 Confederate men who died to support a nation of 
slavery. And it is also true that by war’s end some 210,000 black soldiers 
and sailors, mostly volunteers and formerly enslaved, had only belatedly 
been allowed by white racist officials to serve in U.S. military forces, yet 
they still fought hard to end the slavery system, with a higher rate of casu-
alties than whites.80 Moreover, in his retort to Obama’s slavery comment 
Marcus perpetuated the familiar lore about the positive contributions of 
whites to the famous Underground Railroad, the geographical paths that 
enslaved black Americans followed to freedom before and during the Civil 
War. This escape system and the associated abolition movement were the 
first occurrence in U.S. history of a large-scale interracial partnership and 
did include the courageous involvement of white Quakers and other Chris-
tians. However, Marcus left out a major part of the story. The Underground 
Railroad was mainly operated by free northern blacks, especially in the 
early years.81

Like many white conservatives, Marcus has promoted white virtuousness, 
including exaggeration of the contributions of whites to real liberty, justice, 
and democracy, especially for Americans of color. He has also lamented the 
trials that white men face: “Who is out there giving rich white men props 
for their many positive contributions to society?”82 Lost on Marcus here and 
in his other commentaries, as on many whites at all class levels, is just how 
dominant and destructive these rich white men have always been across all 
major institutions. U.S. history is usually told from a perspective acceptable 
to them, and their real and imagined contributions are accented in main-
stream media and textbooks. In contrast, as we document throughout this 
book, their many negative contributions have long been intentionally soft-
ened and covered up.
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More Racist and Sexist Framing

Let us note a few more examples from the 2014 political season that also 
illustrate aspects of the dominant white frame. That electoral period saw 
continuing race-baiting demagoguery from some in the white elite. One 
political image regularly targets black men as prime examples of criminal-
ity. For example, in 2014 the National Republican Congressional Committee 
paid for a “Willie Horton” type ad attacking the former Nebraska state sen-
ator Brad Ashford, a Democrat then running for a U.S. House seat. The ad 
told the tale of an African American who committed murders after release 
from prison under the state’s “good time” law, one similar to those in other 
states. Linking the Democrat Ashford to him, the ad’s narrator says: “Brad 
Ashford supported the good time law, and still defends it, allowing crimi-
nals . . . to be released early.”83 The deceptive ad mirrored the earlier conser-
vative Horton ad in its appeal to white racial fears. A Democratic campaign 
committee responded by admonishing Republicans to “be ashamed that 
they have resorted to divisive rhetoric, playing up racial stereotypes and 
fear-mongering to save their sinking candidate.”84 However, the fact that 
some Democratic candidates have also relied, albeit it much less often, on 
racist framing seemed lost on this Democratic committee.

In this era, as earlier and since, prominent political conservatives have 
frequently articulated their class, gender, and racial framing of the poor and 
the latter’s supposed “poverty culture.” In 2014 the influential Speaker of 
the House, Paul Ryan, notoriously remarked that “We have got this tailspin 
of culture, in our inner cities in particular, of men not working and just 
generations of men not even thinking about working or learning the value 
and the culture of work.”85 Much social science research strongly contra-
dicts such exaggerated notions about impoverished men not trying to get 
work. Similarly, when discussing the legalization of marijuana, the televi-
sion conservative Bill O’Reilly claimed that such drugs were a distinctive 
part of “black culture,” even though whites use such drugs as much or more 
than blacks do. Frequently, as in these cases, a key part of the contemporary 
conservative perspective on U.S. society involves ignoring social science 
research on such important societal issues.86

Conclusion

White racial virtue and virtuous western manhood have never been more 
forthrightly celebrated than in the contemporary era. Such perspectives 
have shaped much contemporary political discourse and actions, especially 
from white conservatives. From constitution-violating national security 
controls and imperialistic militarism overseas to highly racialized execu-
tive, legislative, and judicial responses to undocumented immigration from 
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Mexico and to crime in cities, many white voters, especially men, have 
sought presidential and legislative candidates who will wield very aggres-
sive state-sanctioned policing and military actions. This often racist and 
masculinist orientation is defended as necessary for unproven national 
security reasons or for the sake of U.S. corporate interests. We return to 
these issues in Chapter 8.87

In these presidential administrations, and others discussed in this book, 
powerful whites and their acolytes often demonstrated a general belief in 
white superiority over people of color, in the mythical framing of a readily 
achievable American Dream, and in an emergent post-racial society. Oper-
ating out of a self-assured white frame, they declare that the past and pres-
ent differences in material resources and possessions between Americans 
of color and white Americans are evidence of superior white virtue, val-
ues, and effort. Those who flourish, the morally superior whites and certain 
white-vetted people of color, deserve the often unearned privilege, security, 
and comfort they and/or their ancestors have secured. Those who do not 
thrive deserve their lot in life because of their racial and class inferiority 
and lack of virtue.

Whites in the power elite have, over more than a century now, indefati-
gably worked to convince a majority of whites that poor people of color are 
mainly responsible for their impoverished conditions. This has been par-
ticularly useful in buttressing neoliberal austerity attacks on government 
social programs in the United States and elsewhere. Increasingly over recent 
decades, a huge rift between the mostly white Republican Party and the 
much more racially diverse Democratic Party concerns how their members 
view the role of government in dealing with racial and economic inequality 
and other serious social problems. For instance, backing among Republi-
cans for government social programs for low-income Americans has sig-
nificantly declined. In 1987, in a Pew Research Center poll, some 62 percent 
of Republicans and 79 percent of Democrats agreed “government should 
take care of people who can’t take care of themselves.” Twenty-five years 
later, just 40 percent of Republicans agreed. This decline compared with the 
still substantial 75 percent of Democrats agreeing with that perspective on 
impoverished citizens.88

Most elite whites and their supporting cast do not understand, or sup-
press their knowledge of, the centuries-old racial history of great unjust 
enrichment for whites and of large-scale unjust impoverishment for the 
many who are not white. Reflecting on the political-economic rise of 
Europe more than a century ago, W. E. B. Du Bois assessed the fiction of 
superior white European virtue, values, and knowledge as compared with 
such in non-European societies:

What is that breath of life, thought to be so indispensable to a great 
European nation? Manifestly it is expansion overseas. . . . How many 
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of us today fully realize the current theory of colonial expansion, of 
the relation of Europe which is white, to the world which is black 
and brown and yellow? Bluntly put, that theory is this: It is the duty 
of white Europe to divide up the darker world and administer it for 
Europe’s good. This Europe has largely done.89

Working in similar fashion, white Americans of European descent have 
long participated in the process of building up their own prosperity and 
wealth by stealing the labor and exploiting the labor of many people of 
color, both within the United States and abroad.



http://taylorandfrancis.com


In this chapter we extend our arguments about systemic racism in previous 
chapters by examining in more detail one central and revealing case about 
how white Americans, elite and ordinary whites, have racially framed and 
organized U.S. society—and thereby often taken action to prevent access to 
real liberty and socioeconomic advancement for a great many Americans. 
Our specific example of this systemic discrimination by elite white men 
involves one of the country’s oldest, largest, and most oppressed communi-
ties of color—African Americans. Our historical and contemporary exam-
ples in this chapter underscore the centrality of white-on-black oppression 
to the past and present development of U.S. society.

At the same time, we highlight here the substantial reality and impact 
of African American agency and resistance to this white racial oppression, 
especially over recent decades. That recurring African American pushback 
against the elite-white-male dominance system has involved great effort, 
much creativity, and substantial contributions by African Americans, who 
have thereby made this still racially oppressive country more just, freer, and 
more democratic than it otherwise would have been.

Resisting Racism: The Black Liberty-and-Justice Dream

In April 1963, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was confined to a jail cell in Bir-
mingham, Alabama, having been arrested for anti-segregation demonstra-
tions. At this time most members of the white male elite in the South and 
the North, as well as most ordinary whites, were strongly opposed to the civil 
rights movement in which King was a prominent leader. This was conspic-
uous in a major letter signed and published by prominent white clergy, all 
of them male and including powerful bishops, that paternalistically admon-
ished blacks to withdraw support from civil rights leaders like Dr. King 
(termed “outsiders”). These mostly elite white clergy provided a clear state-
ment of the commonplace and arrogant white racial framing of society, one 
where a majority of whites and their legal system were virtuous and where 
protesting blacks were unvirtuous and unwise.

7
Seeking the American Dream

The Case of African Americans
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The famous letter accused Dr. King of using “extreme measures” that pro-
voke “hatred and violence,” claiming that civil rights demonstrations were 
“unwise and untimely” and that racial issues should only be “properly pur-
sued in the courts.” Soon, in response, King wrote his prescient Letter from 
the Birmingham Jail in which he pressed these powerful white men to live by 
their own religious ideals and speak out for racial equality and social justice. 
He talked about the “shattered dreams” of black Americans, asserting that the 
chief obstacle to racial justice was Birmingham’s ossified white power struc-
ture and the rigid segregationist system it controlled, which left oppressed 
black citizens with no alternative but to actively protest. King’s perceptive 
letter was not only a potent moral defense of nonviolent action against racist 
laws, but an unwavering challenge to the dominant white framing of whites 
as virtuous and blacks an unvirtuous. This was more than King’s individual 
vision; he congealed in the eloquent letter a point-by-point counter-framing 
of systemic white racism that was drawn from the collective understandings 
of African Americans developed over long centuries of racial oppression. In 
the letter he thus takes time to contextualize the black movement for liberty 
and eloquently underscores a key reason for the black demonstrations in 
Birmingham: “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”1

A few months later, Dr. King gave his legendary speech at the March 
on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. Most people are familiar with brief 
quotations from it, the most publicized of which is the “I  have a dream” 
refrain. This is frequently cited as King’s optimism regarding the U.S. racial 
future. Indeed, King’s critical Letter has been contrasted, especially by white 
analysts, with his “I have a dream” speech—the latter often being described 
as a more optimistic “appeal to people in the uplifting spirit of hope and 
keeping dreams alive.”2 Today, such white framing and sanitizing of King’s 
views about white racism and racial change is still widespread, yet his views 
were far more complex and radical than the simplifications white analysts 
have imposed to make him an inoffensive civil rights icon.

If we consider King’s celebrated “dream” refrain in the context of that 
entire Washington speech, his view is significantly less optimistic. His opti-
mism was consistently tempered by his understanding of the foundational 
and systemic reality of white racial oppression then taking the form of Jim 
Crow segregation. To foreground the old white-crafted liberty rhetoric that 
blacks sought to make reality, his speech included references to Abraham 
Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, the Declaration of Independence, the Eman-
cipation Proclamation, the U.S. Constitution, and the Bible. Thus, King’s leg-
endary speech was a fervent example of forceful black counter-framing in 
an extensively white-normed social context. King was defiant of the supe-
rior white virtuousness at the epicenter of conventional white framing. He 
demanded a serious implementation of the liberty-and-justice rhetoric in 
the form of redressing of systemic oppression targeting African Americans.3
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King’s strong focus there on human freedom reflects a key concept long 
found in the writings and activism of African Americans. This is more than 
the freedom of conventional white rhetoric. Their counter-framed view 
accents real freedom from racist coercion, and for choosing individual and 
group life courses. The conventional white American Dream of material 
security (decent job, house, retirement) is wrapped up in the meritocratic 
“work hard and you’ll get ahead” philosophy. Yet King had a much broader 
Dream, one that accented social justice. For King, as with most African 
Americans then and now, the true American Dream has been one of major 
racial change involving racial justice and equality, including economic and 
political equality that comes from eliminating racial barriers.4 Undeniably, 
the dominant version of the white American Dream has never been con-
cerned with actual liberty and justice for all.

Societal oppression has often bred resistance. Human beings have a 
distinctive ability to reflect on oppressive conditions and counter them 
with a collective consciousness and counter-framing that generates social 
change efforts. Early on, especially powerful white men put African Amer-
icans at the center of the profitable capitalistic system—and at the heart 
of that exploitative system’s legitimating white racial framing. By the 18th 
century the racist thinking of white Americans—i.e., a developed white 
racial frame—was substantially crafted in response to rationalizing this 
black oppression. Because of their great importance in this oppressive sys-
tem, African Americans have long been the prototypical example of infe-
rior “minorities” and unvirtuous “nonwhites” that are deeply imbedded in 
almost all white minds.5

Unsurprisingly, thus, black protest consciousness and counter-framing 
has frequently produced black efforts that challenge in fundamental ways 
the country’s still foundational and systemic racism, with its rationalizing 
white frame. Since the early days of slavery African Americans have been 
active theorists of their oppressive experiences, and they have made their 
counter-framing very clear in a long history of anti-oppression manifestos 
and protests such as those of the 1950s–1960s civil rights movement. Over 
several centuries of protest and white retaliation, they have produced what 
is perhaps the most fully developed and proclaimed anti-racist counter- 
frame of any subordinated U.S. group.

White Recalcitrance and Resistance to Change

Why has the country’s rhetorical liberty-and-justice-for-all ideal never been 
realized? The answer has always lain in the large-scale benefits of systemic 
racism for most whites. The answer to the related question of why a major-
ity of whites do not try to live by their liberty-and-justice ideals in regard 
to Americans of color is that most view these as applying only to those 
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who are fully human and virtuous. Black Americans and numerous other 
Americans of color are typically framed as not as fully human or as gener-
ally deserving as more virtuous whites. Most whites believe in or passively 
accept a racially hierarchical society with privileged and virtuous whites at 
the top. As President Woodrow Wilson put it in a 1909 speech to teachers,

We want one class of persons to have a liberal education, and we 
want another class of persons, a very much larger class, of necessity, 
in every society, to forego the privileges of a liberal education and 
fit themselves to perform specific difficult manual tasks. You cannot 
train them for both in the time that you have at your disposal.6

Undoubtedly, in his white framing—he was a committed supporter of Jim 
Crow segregation—that first and privileged class was only white.

Let us now examine some major racial barriers to socioeconomic mobility— 
the defining attribute of the conventional white American Dream. If not 
for many white-framed societal norms and social policies, most imbedded 
in systemic racism, there would be far more socioeconomic mobility and 
success for African Americans and other Americans of color than there has 
been, in both the past and present. And they would be much more likely to 
achieve this traditional American Dream.7

Racial Segregation in Education: Whites Resisting Change

For centuries a great many African American activists have made clear that 
the achievement of full legal rights for all Americans is only one of their 
major societal goals. Their efforts have certainly been essential to bring-
ing down slavery and, more recently, legal segregation across numerous 
states, yet they have also sought other critical changes in the system of racial 
oppression to the present day. These have included sharply improved eco-
nomic and housing conditions for all Americans, as well as greatly expanded 
educational opportunities and other access to asset-generating societal 
resources. Just prior to his 1968 assassination, Dr. King spoke strongly about 
the need for another rights revolution that would finally bring these broad 
socioeconomic and related political changes that were necessary in the 
elite-white-male dominance system, especially in its systemic racism and 
classism.8

Over the decades since the 1950s emergence of the modern civil rights 
movement much research has documented the failure of the white Ameri-
can Dream to fully include Americans of color—the systemic racial flaw in 
this country of which Dr. King and other rights reformers have often spo-
ken. One major aspect of this failure lies in the area of providing first-rate 
public education facilities like those long provided for most whites.
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Unsurprisingly, a key Supreme Court decision both reflecting and pro-
pelling the contemporary civil rights movement was a major 1954 school 
case. The Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka ruling by nine white male 
judges officially mandated the racial desegregation of some public school 
systems. Its ruling was believed by many to set a general precedent. This 
ongoing struggle for authentic racial desegregation, explains scholar Gary 
Orfield, did not occur because black Americans desired to sit next to white 
Americans in schools. “It was, however, based on a belief that the dominant 
group would keep control of the most successful schools and that the only 
way to get full range of opportunities for a minority child was to get access 
to those schools.”9

In fact, it was the assertive black struggle for desegregation of societal 
resources, the decades-long civil rights movement, that forced this Brown 
decision by the white male elite, as well as other concessions to expand-
ing civil rights in this era. Historically, as in the present, major changes in 
patterns of discrimination have come, not from whites suddenly becoming 
racially progressive, but from organized resistance and associated antirac-
ist counter-framing by African Americans and other Americans of color. 
Resistance actions have long forced at least some powerful whites (mostly 
men) to take some legal, political, and economic actions that expanded 
actual social freedom and justice. One reason for the elite’s reform response 
in the Brown decision was the concern of its moderate faction for main-
taining societal order—the interest convergence discussed previously in 
connection with the belated civil rights actions of powerful whites such as 
Lyndon Johnson in the 1960s (Chapter 6).

As part of this long civil rights tradition, in 1951 black students at Moton 
High School in Prince Edward County (Virginia) united their classmates, 
their community, and the National Association for the Advancement of Col-
ored People (NAACP) in opposition to the area’s extensive white-imposed  
segregation of public schools. This student strike is deemed by many his-
torians to signify the beginning of the national desegregation movement; 
black protests there resulted in a major court case that was subsequently 
bundled with others into the Supreme Court’s famous Brown decision.10 
Also note that the courageous Moton students demonstrated the unrelent-
ing agency that black Americans in search of authentic liberty and justice 
have long shown. Even in the face of white violence, they demanded an end 
to the old segregation laws, then central to the country’s systemic racism.

Nonetheless, most white southerners, including in the white elite, 
opposed such progressive educational change. A white federal judge ruled 
against the students and their parents, reaffirming the elite’s commitment 
to segregation and challenging NAACP arguments about the injurious con-
sequences of racially segregated education. He accepted the old white view 
that blacks were intellectually inferior. Unmistakably, that old white racial 



198 • Seeking the American Dream

framing of black Americans served as a primary motivation for his deci-
sion. With substantial effort, NAACP attorneys appealed to the Supreme 
Court and won desegregation as part of the 1954 Brown decision.11 Recall 
that this legal victory was possible because certain more moderate (mostly 
northern) elements of the white elite supported some racial desegregation, 
especially for interest convergence reasons.

The Aftermath of Brown: More White Supremacist Resistance

Still, the powerful conservative faction of that white elite, especially its 
southern members, had no intention of implementing Brown. Since the 
1950s they, together with most ordinary whites, have fought to keep white 
students from having to go to racially integrated schools. For example, in 
Virginia powerful whites such as Senator Harry Byrd (1933–1965) impeded 
the implementation of Brown with a policy of state resistance. Rather than 
integrate, white supremacist officials closed schools in various counties. For 
example, in 1959, operating out of an extreme racist frame, the white male 
decision-makers of Prince Edward County axed their public school system 
in favor of a whites-only private school financed by state-approved tuition 
grants and donations from white segregationists.12 When this massive resis-
tance was belatedly ruled unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in 1964, 
such government grants to private education became unlawful. Nonethe-
less, elite and ordinary white southerners continued to do immeasurable 
damage to a generation of black students deprived of a fully resourced 
public education.13 This massive resistance in Prince Edward County (and 
elsewhere) left the task of educating thousands of black students to the cou-
rageous efforts of mostly black adults, who ensured that as many as possi-
ble could attend temporary schools in church basements and neighboring 
communities. Strong segregationist tactics, employed by elite and non-elite 
whites here and many other areas, were mostly successful—by the end 
of racial desegregation’s first decade a mere 2.3 percent of black children 
attended racially integrated schools in the Deep South.14

Despite these injustices, undeniable in these early years of the civil rights 
movement is the unyielding agency of Virginia’s black population. They 
should be celebrated in the annals of what is freedom-generating in human 
history. Their efforts reveal the ingenuity and vision of a people who have 
been forced to participate in an unending struggle to survive the systemic 
racism imposed by elite and other whites for generations. Even while the 
audacity and ingenuity displayed in this resistance to oppression remains 
concealed or superficially treated in white-framed textbooks and media 
discussions, their dedication to a genuine liberty-and-justice dream is hard 
to miss to those open to the empirical evidence.15 Likewise, the dominant 
white framing of U.S. history, and current racial segregation, often conceals 
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the great destructive lengths to which elite and non-elite whites have been 
willing to go to prevent real racial liberty and justice for this society.

Belatedly, in 2003, some government officials in Virginia apologized for 
these extraordinary school closures. Even so, those whites responsible for 
denying education to black students were not suddenly enlightened. Over 
the ensuing decades after legal public school segregation was ended in the 
1960s, a modestly modified white framing has allowed whites to continue 
to view themselves as not racist and as virtuous and well-meaning people—
despite the fact that they still protect the country’s extensive de facto racial 
segregation in schools. Nowhere is evidence of the white frame’s myths 
more unsettling than in the reactions of some whites to a 1999 symposium 
on school integration at a Virginia college. Robert Taylor, a white leader 
who helped build a private whites-only school, refused to attend. Maintain-
ing that the private educational system was not about racial segregation, he 
claimed that the issue that led to the closing of the Virginia school system 
long ago was mythical “states’ rights” to decide such human rights matters. 
The passage of time has not convinced Taylor and many other powerful and 
ordinary whites that they have anything racially horrific for which to atone 
and remedy.16

Ray Moore, a white physician who served on the all-white Moton school 
board during the school closings, initially cautioned that one speaker at 
this 1999 symposium, Willie Shepperson, who partook in the protests as a 
student, might provoke violence there. However, during his address, Shep-
person took Moore’s hand and told the crowd at the college that whites 
and blacks had a moral duty to ensure racial justice: “I welcome Dr. Moore 
as a brother in this community and I hope he welcomes me as a brother.” 
Moore replied: “I am a changed person. . . . I was converted when I heard the 
eloquence of [Shepperson’s] words on this platform and the commendable 
distance that he placed between himself and what I know is a dark anger 
still hidden deep in his soul.”17 In Shepperson’s actions, we catch echoes of 
King’s optimism and are reminded that the chief obstacle to justice and 
equality is the white power structure that leaves Americans of color with 
no alternative but to actively protest. Like King, Shepperson’s spirited struc-
tural analysis was rooted in a centuries-old African American counter- 
frame that not only critically challenges the white frame, but also forms a 
truly just and moral framing of the structural changes needed in this still 
racially immoral society.

Moore on the other hand, despite his words, appeared to be mostly oper-
ating out of a contemporary version of that white racial frame. For one, 
this reunion resulted from Shepperson’s initiative. Initially, Moore could not 
see past the dangerous black male stereotype. Moore’s original racialized 
reaction indicates he was unable to recognize that moral outrage by black 
Americans regarding injustice is reasonable. Like Moore, most whites today 
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do not have the inclination to understand the realities of the country’s still 
systemic racism from a black viewpoint. As the African American writer 
Ralph Ellison long ago explained: A black person must often

experience a sensation that he does not exist in the real world at 
all. He seems rather to exist in the nightmarish fantasy of the white 
American mind as a phantom that the white mind seeks unceasingly, 
by means both crude and subtle, to lay to rest.18

Ellison’s perceptive words shed light on why in the 1950s and 1960s many 
thousands of black Americans risked their lives to protest racial injustice, 
whereas many powerful white men very actively stood in the way of their 
securing genuine justice.

Ongoing School Segregation Today

Given that education remains a central component in reducing social 
inequality and increasing socioeconomic mobility, the ongoing racial seg-
regation of black students and other students of color remains highly unjust. 
Recently, researchers tracked a representative sample of 8,258 adults. The study 
confirms that African Americans who attended public schools integrated by 
court order were more likely to graduate, attend college, earn a degree, and 
have better incomes than those who attended segregated schools. No neg-
ative impacts from this desegregation on the educations of white students 
were found. Other researchers have found that whites who attended racially 
integrated schools are more likely to live in integrated communities as adults 
and to send their children to racially diverse schools.19 One key here is that 
racially integrated schools often provide much better educational facilities 
than racially segregated schools for students of color.

Nonetheless, in many areas today, racial segregation of public schools is 
at least as severe as in the legal segregation era. The average white student 
currently attends a school that is nearly three-fourths white, and less than 
one quarter students of color. The average black student currently attends a 
school that is 49 percent black (and 72 percent students of color). Similarly, 
the average Latino student attends a school in which the student body is 
about 57 percent Latino (and 75 percent students of color). Generally, this 
means most black and Latino students are very segregated from whites, and 
vice versa. Resource inequality is still a key issue in this de facto segrega-
tion. Schools with 90  percent or more students of color spend $733 less 
annually per student than schools with mostly white students.20 Unsurpris-
ingly, those who make most critical decisions that shape this racial segre-
gation today are still very disproportionately elite whites and their acolytes 
who are not committed to a truly desegregated and thus “free” society.
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For instance, during the George W. Bush presidential administration the 
actions of top Republican officials routinely had negative impacts on the 
education of students of color. About 380 school districts nationally, includ-
ing many in the North, were no longer under (still necessary) court-ordered 
desegregation by the end of his presidential terms, a dramatic decrease from 
the 595 school districts under court-ordered desegregation when he came 
into office. Like powerful white decision-makers before them, Bush and his 
administrative acolytes demonstrated a strong white framing of racial seg-
regation as unnecessary to eliminate. Demand from powerful white officials 
in local school districts had kept the pressure on. This pattern of taking 
segregated school districts out from under important government super-
vision did decelerate significantly under President Barack Obama (2009–
2017), but did not end. In 2014, about 340 districts remained under court 
order.21 While the commitment of top officials to meaningful desegregation 
improved significantly in the Obama era, especially with the appointment 
of some officials of color, it was not enough of a federal priority to resume 
major pressures on local districts to end racial segregation in schools, and 
thus in the school resources critical to socioeconomic mobility. Indeed, the 
concerns of the African American students of Prince Edward County in the 
1950s remain alive today, as the American Dream of educational mobility 
continues to be out of reach for many Americans of color.

Racial Segregation in Housing: Whites Resisting Change

Contrary to views of the U.S. housing situation that reproduce the mythol-
ogy of all Americans now having full access to the traditional American 
Dream, where one lives is often not just a matter of personal taste, prefer-
ence, or merit. Racially segregated residential patterns persist substantially 
because of centuries of slavery, legal segregation, and contemporary housing- 
related discrimination. For most of U.S. history, segregated geographical 
patterns have been fashioned by elite and ordinary white decision-makers, 
with dire socioeconomic and other consequences for a majority of Ameri-
cans of color. As with educational discrimination, this white killing of much 
African American access to adequate housing has been both unjust and 
largely intentional.22

Systemic racism’s harsh reality, kept in place by white actions out of the 
dominant anti-black frame, ensured for many decades, up until the 1970s, 
that white-dominated living spaces were mostly off-limits to African Amer-
icans and many other Americans of color. To a significant degree in many 
geographical areas, whites still actively resist more than token residential 
segregation, sometimes with violence. Beginning in the 1930s, powerful 
white male officials in the federal government established a nationwide 
housing appraisal system wherein skin color officially became a significant 
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consideration for assessing home values and making home loans. Lead-
ing Federal Housing Association (FHA) officials cautioned powerful 
white (male) lenders making home loans that the presence of just one or 
two families of color could greatly reduce real estate prices in historically 
white neighborhoods. Accordingly, officials in mortgage institutions imple-
mented official discriminatory policies to keep families of color out of his-
torically white neighborhoods.23

With its low-cost mortgages, the 1944 Servicemen’s Readjustment Act 
(nicknamed the “G.I. Bill”) ensured that returning white World War II vet-
erans and their families would again profit from being racially privileged. 
The act provided favorable mortgages to a great many veterans, thereby 
creating much white suburbanization across the country. Between 1934 
and 1962, federal government programs like the G.I. Bill financed $120 bil-
lion in new housing, with less than 2 percent of that allotted to Americans 
of color.24 Even after fighting racist regimes in Europe, returning African 
American veterans did not benefit much from this federal home loan effort, 
again because of actively enforced white discrimination. Even today, most 
whites are unaware of this and other large-scale postwar government pro-
grams (“white affirmative action”) that greatly helped to create the contem-
porary white middle class and their relative affluence.

In the era after World War II there were other government programs 
being operated by powerful white male officials that also made securing 
housing more difficult for many African Americans and other Americans of 
color. Consider the federal program referred to as “urban renewal.” This pro-
gram was created by 1949 and 1954 federal housing legislation. The African 
American essayist James Baldwin referred to these renewal efforts in cities 
as “Negro Removal” because their top white decision-makers frequently tar-
geted black working class urban communities (often designated “slums”). 
Federal funds were available to mostly white-male-run city governments 
to cover the cost of destroying older housing in these areas to make the 
land profitable for white real estate and allied government decision-makers. 
Most displaced people were black and Latino, who for the most part did not 
benefit from white officials’ false promises of city “renewal.”25

In 1968 President Lyndon Johnson signed the Fair Housing Act, the last 
of the major 1960s civil rights laws. Segregationist language was deleted 
from federal housing policy; families of color began moving into tradition-
ally white communities in larger numbers. This housing act was supposed 
to eliminate discrimination in leasing and purchasing of housing. How-
ever, over ensuing decades white real estate agents still regularly induced 
white homeowners to sell homes for less than market value by playing on 
their racist framing of families of color who might consider moving into 
their neighborhoods. With resulting white flight, property values depreci-
ated according to calculations of (mostly white) real estate evaluators who 
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viewed desegregating situations negatively from the white racial frame. In 
contrast, white suburban homes were under demand, and most appreci-
ated. Indeed, mainly because of this important housing asset—the appre-
ciating value of a home—the net worth of a great many white families has 
increased significantly since World War II.26

Today, there is still large-scale racial segregation in virtually all U.S. 
towns and cities. Demographers John Logan and Brian Stults emphasize 
major reasons for this:

Part of the answer is that systematic discrimination in the housing 
market has not ended, and for the most part it is not prosecuted. . . . 
studies that track the experience of minority persons in the rental or 
homeowner market continue to find that they are treated differently 
than comparable whites.27

A National Commission report found that laws banning discrimina-
tion in rental and sales housing are at best weakly enforced.28 Intentional 
discrimination by powerful white decision-makers and their employees is 
a major cause of this discrimination. Agents of current housing discrimi-
nation include mostly white landlords, bankers, realtors, and government 
housing officials. For example, studies show significant discrimination by 
lending institutions against black Americans seeking housing loans. We 
have previously noted the large-scale discrimination, in the form of sub-
prime loans, by mostly white finance industry executives and their employ-
ees against black homeowners prior to the Great Recession. Indeed, these 
executives worked with George W. Bush administration officials to expand 
these loans to black families they knew would have trouble repaying them.29

Studies also show, unsurprisingly, that white homeowners play a cen-
tral part in the persisting housing discrimination. One survey found a sig-
nificant proportion of whites openly supporting the view that laws should 
permit a (white) homeowner to discriminate against African Americans. 
Many others likely would express such views in private.30 Over recent 
decades housing audit studies, using white testers and testers of color, have 
repeatedly revealed racial discrimination by white homeowners, landlords, 
and realtors in rental and purchased housing markets across the country.31 
Today, there is no federal organization that proactively and persistently 
seeks out and punishes the still widespread housing discrimination that is 
one buttress of the country’s continuing systemic racism.

Segregated neighborhoods usually mean major racial inequalities in 
public services. The historically segregated and racialized neighborhoods of 
black Americans and other Americans of color generally have not received 
the equitable government investments necessary for good schools, public 
safety, and transportation infrastructure—investments taken for granted in 



204 • Seeking the American Dream

white communities. If these public investments were made, growing up in 
racially segregated areas would not diminish upward mobility as much as 
it does. Major public resources have sometimes been put by top white gov-
ernment officials into communities of color, but too often into programs 
like racialized policing and other aspects of the prison-industrial complex 
that overwhelmingly target Americans of color. Over time, this too creates 
even greater structural socioeconomic disadvantages across the color line.32

Occupational Discrimination and the White American Dream

As we documented previously (Chapter 2), occupational segregation along 
racial lines has long been a key aspect of the country’s systemic racism. 
This segregation has very often not been a matter of choice or of abstract 
factors like merit, but is the result of explicitly discriminatory actions in 
the past and in the present by white decision-makers, including top busi-
ness executives and their implementing managers and supervisors. Recall, 
for instance, our discussion of the lack of diversity in better-paying jobs in 
numerous high-tech firms on the West Coast. Black and Latino workers are 
relatively rare in such jobs. In contrast, about 41 percent of security guards, 
72 percent of janitorial cleaners, and 76 percent of maintenance workers are 
black and Latino.33 Discriminatory practices are not unique to this industry, 
for the mostly white managements in a great many workplaces operate out 
of the dominant racial frame to bar, segregate, and/or subordinate a great 
many workers of color.

To make matters worse, many white managements further discriminate 
against women workers of color, using various means to restrict their entry 
into better-paying job tracks with significant mobility opportunity. This is a 
societal reality that sociologist Adia Harvey Wingfield terms systemic gen-
dered racism.34 These employers frequently make use of practices imbed-
ding overt and covert racial and gender framing that has long been central 
in U.S. labor practices. Note, once again, how systemic racism and systemic 
sexism are closely intertwined and coreproductive of each other within the 
context of profit-seeking capitalism.

Consider too these centuries of white profitability. For 240-plus years of 
U.S. slavery, white slaveholders, merchants, and other employers regularly 
stole much more of the economic value of the substantial labor of black 
female and male workers than that of comparable white workers. This mas-
sive discrimination persisted during the long Jim Crow era; since Jim Crow’s 
official end in 1969 many black workers have continued to receive a lower 
wage or salary and other less desirable working conditions than compara-
ble whites. Many have been driven by white decision-makers into more or 
less segregated job classifications for which they are often overqualified, but 
that guarantee less pay than for similarly qualified white workers. In today’s 
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economy a majority of black male workers are employed in unskilled, semi-
skilled, service, or other comparatively low-paid jobs; are in professional 
and managerial positions disproportionately serving black consumers; or 
are unemployed or in part-time positions and seeking full-time employ-
ment. Their black female counterparts frequently face similar employment 
problems, and they also frequently encounter much gendered-racist dis-
crimination in white-dominated workplaces and other settings. Indeed, in 
numerous low-wage workplace settings black male and female workers do 
not get a living wage—defined as the minimum needed to meet basic needs. 
Not surprisingly, some research indicates that black workers today lose 
more than $120 billion in wages annually from white-imposed employment 
discrimination, which usually means increases in the incomes of top white 
executives and other whites in many workplaces.35

Racialized job screening often begins at the hiring stage, while other 
employment mistreatment is encountered later. Researchers have found 
that job applicants with “white-sounding” names are much more likely 
to be sought out by employers than those with “black-sounding” names. 
In one study black job applicants with white-Anglicized names got more 
favorable pre-interview evaluations from white sales professionals than did 
black applicants with black “ethnic names.”36 In addition, research using 
white testers and testers of color has found white applicants are frequently 
favored over applicants of color. Beyond the hiring stage black employees 
face additional workplace discrimination. White workers are frequently 
given better access than black workers to good job assignments and promo-
tions, as well as to the educational training or mentoring programs assist-
ing moves up the job ladder. Consider too that, in contrast to whites, over 
the course of their work lives most black employees repeatedly face white- 
imposed discrimination.37

As we discussed previously (Chapter 1), white workers benefit from this 
anti-black racial discrimination. Over centuries, the white capitalistic elite 
has labored to secure white workers’ acceptance of the country’s class and 
racial hierarchies by offering them a “psychological wage of whiteness.” As 
a result, white workers as a group have long had many more economic and 
other societal privileges and opportunities than black workers and other 
workers of color; most whites treasure these racial privileges even when 
it harms their ability to organize with workers of color to better their class 
position versus capitalistic employers.

One of these significant white privileges is access to whites-only employ-
ment and other valuable social networks. Sociologist Nancy DiTomaso 
has documented the essential white networks that remain central to the 
reproduction of systemic racial inequalities in jobs and other economic 
resources. In more than 200 white interviews, she found constant descrip-
tions of the white social networks that her research participants had used to 
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find most jobs they secured over a lifetime of employment. They were thus 
mostly sheltered from truly open competition in U.S. job markets. While 
these whites also denounced overt job discrimination, few recognized their 
great built-in white advantages. Most inaccurately attributed their job mar-
ket successes just to their hard work and other personal virtues.38

An omnipresent white racial framing legitimates, rationalizes, and shapes 
this abiding white confidence in white virtue, including the white work ethic 
and meritorious qualifications. The notion that a person gets ahead just on 
the basis of this work ethic and personal merit is central to the unjustified 
white claim that the United States has long been meritocratic, fair, and dem-
ocratic. However, this is an ahistorical racial framing in which the systemic 
forces that advantage white Americans over Americans of color are denied 
or downplayed. Unsurprisingly, in opinion surveys whites agree at nearly 
twice the rate of any other racial or ethnic group that individual initiative is 
still the central explanation for persisting U.S. racial inequalities.39

Notably, too, most white Americans remain illiterate about U.S. racial 
history and thus continue to ignore the centuries-long labor history of 
African American workers, frequently portraying them and their families 
as indolent and weak. Ironically, as the African American entrepreneur 
Claud Anderson has emphasized, over several centuries up to the 1960s, 
black American workers were in fact the model, even among many whites, 
“for doing the hardest, dirtiest, most dangerous and backbreaking work.” 
Reflecting on the black enslavement era, he adds, if nonblacks had been 
the better workers “why would supposedly bright [white] businessmen 
spend 250 years traveling half way around the world to kidnap [millions 
of] innocent, but lazy blacks, then knowingly bring them to America to 
do work that other ethnic groups could do better?”40 Constantly, systemic 
racism was closely intertwined with capitalistic development. Centuries of 
enslaved and Jim-Crowed black labor played a central role not only in cre-
ating the surplus capital that was the basis of much of this country’s capi-
talistic economic development and expansion, but also in creating much 
prosperity and wealth for generations of white individuals and families—
and, most especially, for the white male elite.

Wealth Inequality and the American Dream

Well-Institutionalized Wealth Inequality

In early North American colonies, the wealthiest tenth of the population, vir-
tually all white, owned at least half the inventoried property wealth. Between 
the American Revolution and the Civil War, great wealth concentration per-
sisted in the hands of the top 10 percent, with only a small drop in wealth con-
centration in the decades after that war. By the third decade of the 20th century, 
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wealth concentration increased, then declined a bit in the 1930s–1940s, then 
rose again since the 1950s.41 Nonetheless, it has always remained high.

More recently, ever more Americans have come to recognize that the 
conventional rags-to-riches narrative, the most optimistic version of the 
conventional American Dream, is the stuff of elite class framing and Holly-
wood fiction. Even being better off than one’s parents is becoming more dif-
ficult to achieve. In terms of earnings, contemporary U.S. adults do average 
a bit more than their parents earned at their age. Yet this does not necessar-
ily mean they have more wealth (total financial assets less debt). Today, in 
terms of wealth, only half of adults are better off than their parents were at 
their age. In one recent survey the median wealth of adults is about $39,000, 
which puts the United States only 27th among countries internationally. 
Significantly, between the 1970s and the 1990s the share of wealth owned 
by the richest 1 percent of families more than doubled; this trend toward 
greater inequality has continued since.42

Central to this reality is that dramatic differences in wealth persist 
among the largest racial groups. The median white person’s wealth is 18 
times that of the median Latino American and 20 times that of the median 
African American. One major reason that whites typically amass more 
wealth during their lifetimes than blacks or Latinos is because of the greater 
wealth-generating social and socioeconomic resources they have typi-
cally inherited over generations from white ancestors (see below). Racial 
inequality in income is thus only part of the contemporary inequality story. 
The racialized wealth gap is much larger and is key to understanding the 
lesser socioeconomic mobility across numerous recent generations of black 
Americans and other Americans of color.43

Currently, mostly white men and their families sit at the top of the U.S. 
income and wealth hierarchies. They have often more than achieved the 
“get rich” version of the American Dream. There are roughly 120 million 
households, approximately 83  million white and the rest households of 
color. About 96  percent of the top 1  percent of households (in terms of 
income) are white, and only 1.4 percent are black. Even then, the latter are 
on average much less rich than the whites therein. Centuries of enslave-
ment, Jim Crow segregation, and contemporary discrimination have pre-
vented most black Americans from amassing the kind of wealth that whites 
in top socioeconomic ranks of U.S. society currently possess.44 This wealth 
picture remains true even though in the United States the average black 
family’s ancestors go back at least as far as the average white family’s ances-
tors. Unjust enrichment for white families over some 20 generations of 
this country’s development is paralleled directly by intentional and unjust 
impoverishment for black families over those 20 generations.

As we detailed previously, the mostly white Americans at the top of the 
socioeconomic hierarchy, most especially those in the very top 0.1 percent 
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(upper tenth of the 1 percent, averaging $20 million in net worth), control 
this country’s economy at the top. They include owners and top managers of 
major corporations who oversee who gets hired and have much other cor-
porate control of workplaces and the larger economy. As we see throughout 
this book, this mostly white male elite and its implementing acolytes also 
influence key decisions in U.S. political and other noneconomic institu-
tions as well. They routinely take action, such as by lobbying for important 
laws and subsidizing major political candidates who support their political- 
economic interests. They donate to institutions of higher learning and 
thereby often shape the country’s information and learning processes. In 
short, the framing and actions of this ultra-wealthy and very powerful white 
0.1 percent regularly reproduce the racial, class, and gender hierarchies and 
inequalities across all major sectors of U.S. society.

Bank Exploitation of Americans of Color

The discriminatory actions of leading executives and their employees in 
white-run corporations have long played a central role in ensuring that 
black Americans and other Americans of color have difficulties in gaining 
and passing along significant economic resources and assets. This includes 
the aforementioned white-generated housing discrimination limiting the 
build-up of significant housing equities over generations. Consider, too, 
recent top executives’ and their acolytes’ roles in creating the racial differ-
ential in asset losses to U.S. families during the 2007–2009 Great Recession 
(Chapter 5). The consequences of this major recession fell much more heav-
ily on black families (31 percent reduction in wealth) and Latino families 
(44 percent reduction) than on white families (11 percent reduction).45

Recall that one main reason for this dramatic difference is that, com-
pared to whites, many black and Latino families were disproportionately 
channeled into costly and often discriminatory subprime housing loans 
made by mostly white-run financial institutions. White-elite-operated 
banks and other financial institutions accumulated billions in profits from 
these discriminatory home loans to Americans of color. An estimated $71–
92 billion was misappropriated from black individuals and families alone. 
Note, especially, that such discrimination reduced their housing equity 
wealth, which would likely have been passed along to later generations as 
it has been for a great many whites. The assets built up by years of saving 
efforts were pilfered through the unscrupulous discriminatory actions of 
mostly white-controlled financial institutions. A report by United for a Fair 
Economy concluded that the racist framing of borrowers of color had led 
banking officials to intentionally try to increase profits by unscrupulously 
pursuing people of color with defective loan products.46
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Yet again, significant resources, privileges, and power were unjustly 
gained by whites and structured into the dominant racialized institutions. 
In addition, substantial racial inequalities are here, as elsewhere, maintained 
by intergenerational reproduction mechanisms. For instance, white elite 
banking officials made billions of dollars off the backs of black and Latino 
borrowers, who in many instances later lost homes via bank foreclosures 
during the Great Recession. Discriminatory home loan profits brought 
higher salaries for the mostly white officials in many such financial insti-
tutions, some of which was doubtless passed along to their children. That 
illustrates one important way that whites’ unjust enrichment has been cen-
tral to the creation and perpetuation of society’s persisting and great racial 
inequalities. The subprime home loan discrimination also illustrates certain 
racist stereotypes and narratives from the dominant white racial frame. For 
example, this was clear in white officials conceptualizing blacks as “mud 
people” and their profitable subprime lending as “ghetto loans.”47

Unsurprisingly, mainstream journalistic and academic accounts almost 
never called out by name and analyzed, even in part, the powerful white 
men who ran these exploitative banks, and seldom have they been taken to 
task for their central role in the subprime catastrophe. Instead, culpability 
has usually been fixed on vaguely described factors, including the failure 
of regulatory agencies, unwise appraisers, imprudent credit rating agencies, 
and poorly informed consumers of color.48 Vague talk of the “loss” of bil-
lions of black and Latino assets implies an accidental loss or the failure of 
blacks and Latinos to use money properly, as if they were primarily respon-
sible. In fact, it was numerous powerful white men and their employees in 
important financial institutions who calculatingly exploited and appropri-
ated billions from black and Latino individuals and their families.

The Social Reproduction of Racial Inequality

Much data in this and previous chapters demonstrate the old fictions of 
unique white virtue and the white American Dream. “Meritorious” whites 
are regularly portrayed as exemplars of hard work and thus as being able 
to pass on significant economic resources, whereas the majority of African 
Americans and many other Americans of color are portrayed as much less 
virtuous and are systemically barred from doing the same by much direct 
and indirect discrimination in the past and present. Most elite and non-
elite whites, purposely or otherwise, ignore the fact that the great and many 
positive rewards of centuries of racial discrimination targeting just African 
Americans—socioeconomic rewards during slavery, during Jim Crow, and 
from contemporary discrimination—have carried across many white gen-
erations into the lives of a majority of contemporary white Americans.
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Consider the great wealth generated by African Americans’ excruciat-
ing work and life sacrifice, wealth that they never received. Using repeated 
individual and collective violence (actual and threatened), whites at several 
class levels seized hundreds of millions of unpaid hours of African Amer-
icans’ work. Economic losses to black individuals and families from this 
extensive white oppression in the form of centuries of slavery and Jim Crow 
segregation are estimated by researchers to be much more than the U.S. 
gross national product (currently, about $17 trillion). Then add in the huge 
physical and psychological costs from the pain, suffering, and death also 
resulting from slavery and Jim Crow, and massive community reparations 
for African Americans today are the least in the way of a serious solution 
for these massive racial oppressions that a truly just and humanistic society 
should provide. Moreover, continuing racial discrimination and its mate-
rial, physical, and psychological costs would need to be figured into the sum 
total of these contemporary reparations.49

Consider too that these huge economic and other losses for African Amer-
icans have meant significant gains, directly or indirectly, for a great many 
whites over centuries. The comprehensive, essentially totalitarian, subordi-
nation of black Americans under slavery and Jim Crow conditions—most of 
U.S. history—contributed significantly to the creation, growth, and mainte-
nance of whites’ unjust enrichment and other unjust advantages, including 
much of that enjoyed by the white elite and middle class. Centuries of black 
labor and property stolen by many millions of whites frequently became 
income and wealth for even more millions of whites later on; earlier unjust 
enrichment was usually passed along over many white generations. Central 
to how this racially inegalitarian society has operated are these often hidden 
social inheritance mechanisms that ensure that most whites in each new 
generation, to the present day, inherit wealth-generating racial privileges 
and resources. Recent research by sociologist Jennifer Mueller on white 
families and families of color dramatically demonstrates the enormous scale 
of these socioeconomic and government resources that have been passed 
along to many white generations. Comparing generational data for white 
families and families of color, she found great racial inequalities favoring 
whites in the procurement and intergenerational transfer of monies, hous-
ing equities, businesses, land, and other economic assets.50

Unsurprisingly, this intergenerational reproduction of significant assets 
across numerous white generations has generally been buttressed by the 
previously noted array of “white affirmative action” programs provided by 
state and federal governments. These extensive programs have included not 
only the federal government’s homestead land acts that from the 1860s to 
the 1930s gave away 246  million acres of federal lands (formerly Native 
American lands) to mostly white homesteading families, as well as the var-
ious veterans’ educational and housing programs after World War II that 
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seriously discriminated against black applicants. To a substantial degree, 
the white middle class was further developed and expanded by these post-
war federal programs and many other federal programs more recently—
and not just on the work ethic so exaggerated in the common meritocratic 
framing of whites’ achieving the American Dream.

Conclusion

Indeed, in each major period of overt collective struggle by African Amer-
icans against systemic racism, their renewed development of an antirac-
ist counter-framing that openly asserts authentic liberty-and-justice goals 
has been viewed by a majority of white Americans with great alarm. Thus, 
majority white resistance to substantial changes in systemic racism was 
quite evident during the 1960s protest era, and has been ever since. In 1960s 
opinion polls the now heralded efforts and actions of African American civil 
rights activists and organizations, especially in regard to full desegregation, 
were strongly rejected by a large majority of whites. Even into the 1980s, 
the conservative President Ronald Reagan opposed a federal holiday in Dr. 
Martin Luther King’s honor, and he and many other whites viewed King as 
nothing close to the celebrated civil rights saint of the current era. Indeed, 
since the 1960s a majority of whites have fought against more substantial 
desegregation of public schools, workplaces, and other U.S. institutions.51

More recently, and prior to his election as the 44th president, Barack 
Obama, openly critiqued the centuries-old white racist framing of society in 
his autobiography, The Audacity of Hope: Thoughts on Reclaiming the Ameri-
can Dream. There he declared that his personal success should not obscure 
the harsh fact that white racist framing and discriminatory actions had 
for centuries placed huge barriers in the way of significant socioeconomic 
opportunities for a great many Americans of color. He recognized that per-
vasive white racial framing limits access to the traditional American Dream 
of material success—e.g., a good job, good housing, financial security— 
for a majority of African Americans and many other Americans of color.52 
Nonetheless, despite his accent on racial discrimination and critique of the 
white-proclaimed American Dream, in the wake of his 2008 election white 
media commentators and leading politicians aggressively urged him to take 
the leading role in exposing what they saw as the “fiction” of white racism 
and thereby affirm the attainability of the (white) American Dream for all 
Americans today.53

In denying white demands for this unique personal responsibility, 
Obama went some way in contradicting the dominant white frame as it is 
used to defend the countless range of privileges and resources amassed and 
passed along the generations by whites, the group still firmly at the top of 
the racial hierarchy. Even so, elite white politicians, media commentators, 
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corporate executives, and their supporters continue to fill the airwaves with 
aggressive talk about how if a person of color “works hard enough, they 
can overcome anything.” The meaning of this stern mythology is that if you 
are still poor, you just have not worked hard enough (i.e., are not virtuous). 
There are always a few convenient examples of successful people of color 
that are seized upon by white propagandists to sustain the believability of 
this illusionary individualism. They do this in spite of the fact that success-
ful people of color like Obama regularly emphasize the age-old realities of 
major white-racist barriers to their groups’ socioeconomic success.54

Undeniably, for centuries, elite-white-male policymakers and their asso-
ciates have routinely hindered the social, economic, and political mobility 
of most Americans of color, all the while proclaiming the common racial-
ized mythology of American individualism with its strong accent on indi-
vidual effort bringing opportunity and material success. The cruelty of this 
white deceit is only matched by its great social injustice. This traditional 
American Dream is mostly a white lie, and not in the meaning of a minor 
falsehood. It is the one of the biggest and most malignant white lies about 
U.S. society, one that tries to cover up centuries of extreme racial oppression.



U.S. politics regularly demonstrates the gender, racial, and class themes 
about the elite-white-male dominance system we have emphasized in this 
book. Let us first consider in this conclusion some dramatic events of the 
turbulent 2016 election season that illustrate how central these elite white 
men and their acolytes have been to the development and control of this 
country’s major institutions.

In that election, the capitalistic developer Donald Trump, the Repub-
lican nominee for president with no prior electoral or government expe-
rience, received much support, especially from white voters, and won the 
presidency. Yet he is no “man of the people.” Indeed, he is one of the world’s 
wealthiest people, a man who has long been enamored of friendly network-
ing with others in the white ruling class.1 His elitist world is radically dif-
ferent from the world of his ordinary white supporters. One columnist has 
described his privileged life, quoting the tycoon and television star on his 
distinctive lifestyle, “I live in the building where I work. I take an elevator 
from my bedroom to my office. The rest of the time, I’m either in my stretch 
limousine, my private jet, my helicopter, or my private club in Palm Beach 
Florida.”2

Contrary to statements made by many Republican officials and Trump 
rally supporters, Trump has much in common with those elite officials 
and their orientation to contemporary oligopolistic capitalism, as well as 
in regard to their roles in systemic racism and sexism. Trump’s capitalist 
endeavors have put him in league with other white male capitalist Repub-
licans as a longtime member of the corporate-based establishment. Con-
sider his billion-dollar resort project in Scotland, which reportedly brought 
devastation to an environment many deemed of unique scientific interest. 
Scots organized and assertively voiced concerns about the resort’s influ-
ences on wildlife.3

Significant elements of systemic racism and systemic sexism could be 
observed throughout the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign. Trump, as the win-
ning presidential candidate, politically benefited from long-problematical  
Republican strategies, including Richard Nixon’s white southern strategy 
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and organized conservative conspiracies like the Obama-targeted “birther” 
movement. But more than this, Trump fit into the exclusive world of pow-
erful white male decision-makers. The Donald, a moniker his first wife gave 
him that conjures up images of strong white alpha-males, has referred to 
women as “ballbreakers” and “far worse than men, far more aggressive” and 
advised that “If someone screws you . . . screw them back.”4

During the 2016 campaign Trump became famous for male-sexist com-
mentary that is central to systemic sexism. He once remarked that “When 
you’re a star . . . you can do anything [to women]. Grab ’em by the pussy.”5 
Indeed, as a member of the white male elite, he has had great power over 
numerous non-elites. But this sense of entitlement goes way beyond any 
one powerful white man. Some mainstream media commentators have 
suggested that numerous Republican policies involving women’s issues 
(e.g., extreme anti-abortion policies) arise just from paternalistic concern 
and have nothing to do with male sexist framing of women. Yet, Trump’s 
male-sexist commentary above was not the aberration this conservative 
political elite and their acolytes would have us believe it to be.6 Via policy 
and action, numerous white male members of the political elite, especially 
but not entirely in its conservative wing, have treated people of color and 
non-elite white women as lesser than them. Historically and contemporar-
ily, they have mostly gotten away with it politically.

In fact, in recent decades many in the elite’s conservative wing have 
tried to rid U.S. institutions of some modest democracy and fairness that 
remain. A case in point are the laws that have replaced much of the U.S. civil 
jury system, giving well-off Americans yet more power and control. Tort 
reforms, for instance, have produced indescribable anguish and economic 
destitution for ordinary people due to monetary “caps” on lawsuits that 
ordinary citizens have a constitutional right to bring against major corpo-
rations and other powerful entities for the serious harm they have caused.7

As we demonstrated previously, there seems to be little that distinguishes 
now President Donald Trump in his influential framing and powerful 
actions from most others who control the country’s elite-white-male domi-
nance system, including its sexist, racist, classist subsystems. For this reason, 
in this final chapter we will examine Trump’s effort to become the Repub-
lican presidential candidate, and then U.S. president, and numerous related 
actions and events across the course of the 2016 presidential election in 
order to underscore our earlier arguments about the continuing centrality 
and everyday operation of this elite-white-male system.

Donald Trump: Exemplifying White Male Dominance

The 2016 Republican primary race was notable for its battle between two 
somewhat different capitalistic blocs. Trump often tried to represent the 
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national capitalistic bloc and was initially opposed by many in the interna-
tional corporate bloc of the Republican Party. Recall from Chapter 2 that 
the U.S. economy has periodically changed in terms of which major busi-
ness blocs have had the greatest economic and political influence. A sub-
stantially U.S.-oriented capitalistic developer like Donald Trump, with less 
interest than many multinational corporate capitalists in expanding over-
seas manufacturing of products to import to the United States, was free 
to condemn policies that shifted manufacturing jobs overseas. Unlike his 
more internationalist rivals, such as Jeb Bush (brother of George W. Bush), 
Trump was at liberty to denounce U.S. imperialistic wars, including the lat-
ter Bush’s invasion of Iraq.

Racist Political Framing: Reprising the Past

Donald Trump’s ascent to the presidential pinnacle using some xenopho-
bic framing should not have been mystifying. He was born into white 
male privilege, the son of a wealthy conservative real estate entrepreneur. 
After his election, he demonstrated well these long-existing connections 
by nominating a very wealthy collection of appointees to his cabinet and 
other top political positions. One CNN analysis of thirty-five people 
named by Trump for his cabinet and other top appointments found that 
almost all were multimillionaires or very well-off, and 94  percent were 
white. Some 80  percent were white men, and only 6  percent (two peo-
ple) were men or women of color. For the most part those chosen were 
arch-conservatives, and several seemed hostile in their previous com-
mentaries and actions to the high U.S. administrative posts for which they 
were chosen—including an education secretary weakly committed to 
public schools and firmly committed to private schools and school choice, 
a secretary of health and human services antagonistic towards the Afford-
able Care Act, an Environmental Protection Agency head who denied 
climate change science, and a labor secretary unfalteringly opposed to 
increases to the minimum wage.8

Moreover, Trump seemed rather conventional in much of his white fram-
ing during and after the presidential campaign, including in stereotyped fram-
ing of many Mexicans and Muslims he sought to exclude from the United 
States. In his view the country “has become a dumping ground for every-
body else’s problems. When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their 
best. . . . They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists.”9 He 
reiterated these spurious charges frequently in speeches. Again the research 
evidence strongly contradicts this stereotyped imagery, for most documented  
and undocumented Mexican immigrants are ordinary Mexicans seeking bet-
ter life opportunities, with no criminal backgrounds. Trump also generalized 
about Muslim immigrants, suggesting that all should be excluded from the 
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United States for some time. He regularly played into white voters’ racial 
framing, including stereotyped fears of immigrants who are not white.10

A national survey found that more than three-quarters of Trump’s sup-
porters were disturbed by the country’s growing racial diversity. More 
than three-quarters felt immigrants were a “burden” on the country, that 
Islam contradicted “America’s values,” and that anti-white discrimination 
was now as serious as discrimination against people of color. Nearly three- 
quarters said the country needs an autocratic leader “who is willing to break 
some rules to set things right.”11

Contrary to much publicity he got about being a “populist,” Trump 
would find himself at ease among current and previous elite white lead-
ers. His appeals to racial, gender, and class framing have long been part of 
electoral politics and public commentary that are essential to perpetuat-
ing the important aspects of the elite-white-male dominance system. For 
instance, in the 18th century Benjamin Franklin, a revered diplomat and 
liberal founder, was very alarmed over German immigrants sullying the 
U.S. scene. Franklin publicly fêted his strongly anti-immigrant xenopho-
bia. Calling political opponents offensive names is also something Trump 
and other presidents and presidential candidates have had in common. 
Ulysses S. Grant (the 18th president) remarked that James Garfield (the 
20th president) was “not possessed of the backbone of an angleworm.”12 
“Baboon” was among the derogatory terms used by political enemies to 
describe Abraham Lincoln. Moreover, beginning in the Reconstruction 
period after the Civil War, white male executives and their agents actively 
quashed white workers’ demands for economic redistribution and greater 
enfranchisement by appealing to their white racist framing and accenting 
their “public and psychological wage of whiteness.”13 Thus, because of the 
persistence into the present of these old white racial and male sexist frames, 
like his predecessors Trump used language that connected him well with 
the majority of white voters, and especially with white men.

Other Republicans seeking the 2016 GOP nomination were similar to 
Trump in some of their words and deeds. While touting the virtues of earned 
success, Jeb Bush claimed that black people did expect “free stuff” from 
whites.14 Such an assertion by the son and brother of two presidents was 
not only racially framed but ludicrous on its face. The virtually boundless 
“free stuff” that Bush himself had received throughout his life owing to his 
white male elite status is immeasurable.15 Indeed, the “white man’s repub-
lic” that was long the United States, and within which the Bush dynasty 
ascended, was built on the backs of people of color, including enslaved and 
Jim-Crowed African Americans. This slavery-centered world of Europe and 
North America gave birth, or shaped substantially, much of what we think of 
as the “modern world” within which dominant white families have thrived.
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The xenophobic and racist framing and rhetoric of various conservative 
politicians during this 2016 election season had many negative impacts. For 
example, in spring 2016 the Southern Poverty Law Center did a nonrandom 
online survey of 2,000 teachers (grades K–12) about the impact of the elec-
tion. Over half indicated their students were engaging in more uncivil com-
ments; one-third had seen an increase in anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim 
comments. Many teachers cited Donald Trump’s comments in this regard as 
one factor. More than two-thirds said students—especially immigrant stu-
dents, children of immigrants, and Muslims—were very concerned about 
the impact of the presidential election’s results on their own families. Four 
in ten of the teachers even feared discussing the election in their classrooms. 
These fears among Americans of color, young and old, have continued since 
Trump was elected U.S. president in November 2016.16

Angry White Voters and White Christian Nationalism

So many ordinary white Americans applauded Trump’s anti-immigrant nativ-
ism, white-centric racial framing, and male sexist framing that he easily won 
his 2015–2016 primary battle against the Republican establishment and its 
preferred candidates. Soon thereafter, he then won the presidency with the 
support of ordinary whites as well. As one news article explained, “Rank-
and-file conservatives, after decades of deferring to party elites, are trying 
to stage what is effectively a people’s coup by selecting a standard-bearer 
who is not the preferred candidate of wealthy donors and elected officials.”17 
In accord with Trump’s political perspective, many ordinary white voters 
were clearly worried about undocumented immigration, declining wages 
and work conditions, international trade deals, and  coming-white-minority 
demographics. However, most conventional Republican leaders were much 
more committed to international free trade and, often, to continuing use of 
undocumented immigrant labor in many corporate enterprises. These views 
of ordinary Americans were evident in much opinion polling during the pri-
maries and later presidential campaign. A majority of Americans agreed that 
government trade deals had more impact on declining U.S. jobs than natural 
economic changes. In addition, a substantial majority agreed with the view 
that the economy was “rigged” in favor of particular groups, a vague theme 
Trump emphasized.18

While in the 2016 presidential election Donald Trump did not gain a 
majority of all voters, he did win voters in enough key states to win the 
undemocratic electoral college. He succeeded in gaining a substantial 
majority of white voters (about 58 percent) to a significant degree because 
of his expression of white nativist and nationalist themes. Since the 2016 
election, a number of these themes have strongly persisted. One key reason 
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is the deep and extensive white racial framing of these issues in the minds 
of a substantial majority of white Americans. One recent survey by social 
scientist Justin Gest found that two-thirds of whites said they would sup-
port a hypothetical new nationalistic and nativistic political party that was 
committed to “stopping mass immigration, providing American jobs to 
American workers, preserving America’s Christian heritage, and stopping 
the threat of Islam.” Those more likely to support this hypothetical party 
were white men, especially those with less education, and whites under 
40 years of age.19 This survey and much other data indicate that white nativ-
istic, Christian nationalism will continue to be a critical problem for the 
United States for years to come.

Previously, we noted Michael Kimmel’s interview data (Introduction). 
They too demonstrate the contemporary anger of ordinary white men in the 
working class. The effective end of aggressive government-assisted expan-
sion of economic security for the white working class and middle class over 
recent decades has fortified many ordinary white men’s sense of anger over 
their, or their children’s, declining socioeconomic opportunities. By the late 
1990s many white men, especially those who were not college graduates, 
were no longer so easily able to provide their families with the guarantee 
of good economic stability and advancement they had long regarded as 
their birthright. Their conviction that they deserve decent-paying jobs and 
a serious social safety net is certainly more than reasonable. Unfortunately, 
many of them believe that they are mostly or the only ones truly deserving 
of numerous such government interventions, supports, and entitlements.20

This white birthright sense is tied to the dominant white racial and 
male sexist frames. From cradle to grave, the synthesis of white privilege 
and masculine privilege—of hegemonic white manhood—is fed to almost 
all white men. They have long accepted the elite’s “con” of the public and 
psychological wage of whiteness, and of white maleness—the reward they 
receive for siding with the mostly white male elite on pivotal societal issues. 
A majority have allowed themselves to be adeptly manipulated by the elite 
that generally controls the economy, politics, and mainstream media. Addi-
tionally, these powerful whites have assisted ordinary white men in accent-
ing scapegoats for their socioeconomic problems, especially Americans of 
color (and sometimes white women). This old divide-and-conquer strategy 
successfully separates many white workers and their families from workers 
of color and their families.

Consequently, the general resentment and anger of white men is often 
misdirected to the wrong targets. The white male corporate elite is mainly 
responsible for the deindustrialization, automation, and export of jobs 
overseas that have generated most of the decline in many traditional blue- 
collar and some white-collar jobs. Yet, even critical analysts often do not 
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specifically call out and intensively analyze the actual implementers of this 
massive unemployment and underemployment process. One historian has 
argued:

The U.S. has done a terrible job of figuring out what happens to working- 
class people when their jobs go away. . . . unfettered capital mobility is 
at the center of inequality in the United States and abroad. We need to 
place this issue at the center of our agenda to fix American economic 
problems and our agenda to stop the exploitation of the global poor 
by western companies.21

One problem in most such analyses, however, is the vague abstractions 
that foreground the “United States” or “western companies” as the vague 
actors, when in fact this great loss of good jobs for ordinary Americans is 
substantially the result of recurring and specific profit-oriented decisions 
by mostly white male capitalists. These destructive actors, like the prover-
bial “Wizard of Oz,” usually remain hidden from public understanding and 
systematic critiques by a seldom-opened societal curtain.

In addition, the weakening of important government services, like unem-
ployment benefits that ordinary whites rely on, is also the result of govern-
ment legislative, judicial, and executive decisions of mostly elite white men 
or political officials substantially under their control. The latter decisions 
are major sources of the diminishing economic security for ordinary white 
and other Americans. Meanwhile, the ruling white elite pretends that “they 
are on the side of the very people they are disenfranchising, even at the very 
moment they are disenfranchising them.”22

An example of who the average white voter ought to direct anger at is 
the Silicon Valley corporate elite. These mostly white capitalists represent a 
more tech-savvy bloc of the usually hidden ruling elite, but still operate in 
ways similar to their counterparts in other economic sectors. This conclu-
sion is backed by data on modest diversity among better-paid tech company 
employees and on the Silicon Valley elite’s attitudes toward capitalistic and 
white-male-normed organizational cultures (see Chapter  2). For instance, 
investor Paul Graham’s views unmistakably run parallel to many earlier and 
contemporary white men with economic power. He has acknowledged being 
responsible for escalating class inequality. “I’ve become an expert on how to 
increase economic inequality,” he explained, “and I’ve spent the past decade 
working hard to do it. . . . Eliminating great variations in wealth would mean 
eliminating startups.”23 Most men in the Silicon Valley elite may not so openly 
admit such evident truths about social class and other social oppression, but 
some research has shown that their outlooks are frequently similar. As one 
reporter noted from interviews with them, they generally consider a vague 
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“equality of opportunity” central to an evenhanded and strong economy (the 
old individualistic theme), while viewing a concrete and government-fostered  
“equality of outcome” as “economically paralyzing.”24

While a huge class schism between moneyed white men like the Silicon 
Valley titans and nonmoneyed white men exists, the white male brother-
hood thrives across class lines. This manhood bond is firmly planted and 
legitimated by the pervasive white racial and male sexist frames. As a result, 
most ordinary white men do not openly resent or actively organize (e.g., in new 
assertive and racially integrated unions) against those elite decision-makers 
who are often most to blame for the socioeconomic problems they and their 
families face. For instance, the white male elite has automated or exported 
millions of good jobs, but few ordinary white men call out against them by 
name for such actions. Other non-elites, such as non-elite people of color 
and white women, are certainly not responsible for major employment and 
other economic decisions. Regardless, and even while the majority of non-
elite white men are much better off in many ways than most people of color 
and most non-elite white women, their much discussed “white male anger” is  
nonetheless usually targeted at these other average Americans.

Women Politicians: Threats to White Masculinity

Donald Trump’s commentaries and actions in the long 2016 presidential 
campaign, as well as those of many of his supporters, constantly highlighted 
significant aspects of the persisting and systemic sexism that is central to the 
elite-white-male dominance system. He or his supporters regularly demon-
strated male sexist framing and white hyper-masculinity generally, includ-
ing in regard to competitors inside and outside of the Republican Party. For 
instance, he constantly described male rivals for the Republication nomina-
tion as weak, often implying their lack of true (white) masculinity.

Journalist Jonathan Chait noted both Trump’s many anti-woman com-
ments and other assertive masculine gestures:

The restoration of male authority threatened by social change is a cen-
tral theme of Trump’s candidacy. His business ventures had long ago 
identified specifically masculine luxuries—golf, steaks—as ripe for 
identification with the Trump brand. During the campaign, Trump 
has called for the statue of Joe Paterno, the legendary, disgraced Penn 
State coach who ignored evidence his defensive coordinator had seri-
ally raped young boys, to be restored to the place of honor from which 
it had been removed.25

This is just one of many examples in a long history of white men accent-
ing a forceful white manhood framing to win political contests. Recall our 
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discussion of President Andrew Jackson, who cultivated an image of white 
hyper-masculinity, much of that derived from “Indian-killing” and other 
military actions. Other striking examples include Theodore Roosevelt’s 
attempts to demonstrate he was a virile president ruling in a manly way 
(see Chapter 1).

In recent decades numerous politicians and media commentators have 
regularly operated from a self-assured white manhood perspective. Many 
commentators have accented how the “manly” Republican Ronald Reagan 
beat out “weak” male Democratic presidential candidates in the 1980s. Rea-
gan cultivated a hyper-masculine image as a tough guy in movies he made 
before entering politics, an image that has persisted to the present.26 In 2000, 
conservative Republican journalist Peggy Noonan, who also celebrated the 
white manliness of John Wayne, criticized international decisions of then 
President Bill Clinton as not being tough enough, in contrast to those of 
Reagan “who was a man.”27 Later, George W. Bush was said by many conser-
vatives to be the manly candidate that badly needed to be elected president.

Bush soon reinforced his image of white manliness in photos at his Texas 
“ranch” using a chainsaw and riding a trail bike, and in a military-like pose 
with a “Mission Accomplished” banner on a Navy warship. The latter pose 
got him praised for his “testosterone” and “virility” in the media.28 As one 
journalist put it, “For Bush-era Republicans, manliness was an essential trait 
in public life. Republicans mocked Al Gore as a girlie-man who loved earth 
tones, and John Edwards who ‘looked like the Breck Girl.’ ”29 Additionally, in 
2003 the Wall Street Journal highlighted a broad hyper-masculine theme in 
an op-ed titled “Political Virility, Real Men Vote Republican.” The op-ed also 
celebrated Bush’s manliness as a “daddy politician” characterized by “tough 
talk, tough action, toughness in a tough job.”30

Contemporary Sexist Framing: The Case of Hillary Clinton

The dominant male sexist frame justifies and enforces the gender and patri-
archal hierarchization of western societies. It too could be observed in full-
mode operation during the 2016 presidential campaign, not only in regard 
to other male politicians but also in regard to women politicians like Hillary 
Clinton. Famously, Donald Trump claimed that if Clinton were male, she 
would not secure even a mere “5 percent of the vote,” implying a male sexist 
framing of Clinton and women voters. Hearing this, the columnist Kath-
leen Parker raised the question, “What if Trump were a woman? Imagine a 
Donna Trump running as a Republican.”31

Parker then discussed the Donald’s various male privileges, debacles, and 
framing as she tried to imagine such a Donna Trump. This Donna Trump 
got started in business with much million-dollar help from her dad. She 
went on to risky business ventures that increased that to billions, but not 
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before several bankruptcies and other commercial fiascoes. Donna said 
that if abortion were to be banned, women having the procedure should 
be punished. As a political candidate, Donna uniquely refused to divulge 
her tax returns. Donna regularly mangled the names of foreign countries 
and defended not knowing the names of leaders of terrorist groups that had 
declared the United States to be an enemy.32 She boasted about sexual con-
quests, including affairs with married men. Donna racially slammed Mex-
ican immigrants and Muslims and garnered the open support of former 
Klan leader David Duke.33 After an even longer litany of an imagined Donna 
Trump’s outrageous, racially framed, and gendered antics, based on things 
the actual Trump had done or said, Parker concludes that U.S. voters would 
certainly not consider Donna equipped to run the federal government.34

That Donna and not Donald Trump would be judged unqualified for the 
presidency is linked to the historic reality of the office. The presidency has 
long been exemplified by a supposedly strong white heterosexual male. The  
2016 candidacy of Hillary Clinton fundamentally threatened the long- lasting 
centrality of white men seeking and serving in that role, just as the eight- 
year presidency of Barack Obama had done. A great many male politicians 
and voters alike have long played into the desire to have a “strict father” run 
the country assertively and without women’s interference. Trump’s com-
mentaries regularly played on white male fears of racial and patriarchal 
change in U.S. society.35

More Overt Sexism: Various Political Campaigns

Much overt sexism, including masculinist posturing and misogyny, was evi-
dent during the 2016 primaries and election season. The male sexist framing 
of society and other elements of systemic sexism were constantly on display. 
For example, Trump accused Hillary Clinton of playing the “woman’s card,” 
to which she retorted, “Well, if fighting for women’s health care and paid 
family leave and equal pay is playing the woman card, then deal me in.”36 In 
Republican primary debates, candidates Trump and Marco Rubio got into 
hyper-masculine posturing, including implied commentaries about the size 
of Trump’s penis. Previously, Trump had baited Ted Cruz with the putdown 
“pussy,” insinuating he was insufficiently masculine. (Researchers find that 
words like “pussy” are far more often used in exchanges between men than 
among women.)37

Trump regularly demonstrated an aggressive male sexist perspective. He 
“claimed that Carly Fiorina was too ugly to be President.”38 He admitted to 
being disgusted by certain physical functions of the female body, including 
breast-feeding. Trump was not alone among male politicians in this overt 
male sexist framing. Candidate Ted Cruz said that Hillary Clinton should 
be “spanked,” and candidate Chris Christie vowed to “beat” her “rear end.”39
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Trump has also referred to women as “dogs” or “fat pigs.” Again, and con-
trary to many media commentators, he was not unusual. During the course 
of western history women and other oppressed human groups have been 
assigned negatively regarded characteristics of nonhuman creatures by their 
male oppressors. For centuries, elite white men, including founders Thomas 
Jefferson and William Byrd II, viewed women as dangerous and corrupting. 
Slaveholding founders like George Washington had viewed enslaved blacks 
as their “livestock.” In the 1930s and 1940s Jews were likened to “rats” and 
“mice,” and called “beasts,” not only by their German Nazi oppressors but 
also by white gentile Americans. Indeed, Jewish Americans still are charac-
terized that way on contemporary white supremacist websites.40

The only Republican woman contending for the 2016 presidential nom-
ination was former corporate executive Carly Fiorina. She too made head-
lines for attacking Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton as a failed wife: 
“Unlike another woman in this race, I  actually love spending time with 
my husband.”41 Remarks like these can do considerable damage to women 
candidates’ abilities to gather votes. Fiorina did not problematize the mod-
est time that many male candidates devote to their spouses, even though 
in a recording posted by Ted Cruz’s campaign his wife recounts how their 
daughter once mistook Cruz for a houseguest. This male politician had 
been away from his family for too long.42

Sadly Clinton is not the only female politician to have faced blatant dou-
ble standards and recurring pain from systemic sexism and frequent male 
misogyny. Women seeking political office have often been compared to sex-
trade workers (e.g., “high-class prostitutes”) and judged just on their looks 
(e.g., “the hottest member” of the Senate).43 Just as men are not alone in 
drawing on the dominant male sexist frame in berating women candidates 
for office—even though they more commonly do so—conservative Repub-
licans do not have the patent on such tactics either. For instance, one male 
Democrat remarked that his female rival’s awareness of health issues was 
the result of “pillow talk” with her husband who was also a doctor, yet he 
won and served for decades in Congress.44

Additionally, women politicians are often criticized for venturing into 
public without makeup or for daring to wear “unfeminine” clothing.45 The 
Washington Post even ran a serious article just about Hillary Clinton’s pant-
suits. A Time magazine editor complained about her pantsuits, while a 
fashion expert remarked that Clinton’s choice to wear pants meant she was 
“confused about her gender.”46

Clinton was dubbed a “stereotypical bitch” by prominent white male con-
servative media commentators, who claimed that no one wanted to “watch 
a woman get older before their eyes on a daily basis.”47 According to con-
tradictory statements by conservative white commentators and politicians, 
she was too “emotional” (male sexist code for “hysterical”) or not emotional 
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enough (male sexist code for “unfeminine” and “non-maternal”) for the top 
job.48 Her supposed onslaught against the right of white heterosexual men 
to hold the Oval Office took the form of sexist imagery in 2007 and 2016. 
The “Hillary Nutcracker” (misogynistic symbol), with the tagline “no more 
nuts in the White House,” could be readily purchased. Additionally, many 
men jeered with slogans like “iron my shirt” and “Trump the Bitch” at polit-
ical rallies.49 More generally, research on the media coverage of the 2016 
political campaigns found that Clinton got far more negative coverage than 
either Trump or her primary opponent Senator Bernie Sanders.50

Clearly, the U.S. president has long been characterized as necessarily a 
strong white man, a symbol of a privileged and emphasized white icon. The 
longstanding image of a strong (white) masculine president was one reason 
for the very hostile reactions to Clinton’s presidential bid from many white 
men. This conventional white male image also likely accounted for wide-
spread white (especially male) anger in regard to Barack Obama’s lengthy 
presidency. Indeed, a white backlash against Obama’s presidency likely 
helped to fuel the election of Donald Trump as president.51 White voters 
resoundingly supported his bid for the White House. As one major paper 
put it immediately following Trump’s win:

Far from being purely a revolt by poorer whites left behind by global-
ization . . . Trump’s victory also relied on the support of the middle- 
class, the better-educated and the well-off. . . . What appears to have 
made the biggest difference . . . was the turnout for Trump of white 
voters across the board—of both sexes, almost all ages and education 
levels, and from mid- and higher income levels.52

Among other important issues, this election was also centrally about 
protecting and increasing white privilege and power.

Fighting to Preserve Sexism and Dominant Masculinity

In recent decades the economic decline and other challenges for ordinary 
white men have generated an increase in especially assertive and aggres-
sive male sexist framing. As with white racial framing, much male sexist 
framing is not only full of stereotypes, images, and narratives—both pro-
male and anti-female—but also highly emotional in the loadings given to 
these elements. As we saw above, a term often given for the more negative 
emotional loading is misogyny—a phrase to denote male dislike of and 
contempt for women and girls. We have already noted the long history of 
this misogyny and other male sexist framing. Indeed, it is extensively pres-
ent in the views of numerous white men often termed “founding fathers” 
(see Chapter 1).
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Men’s Rights Groups

In contemporary North America, many books have been published with 
misogynistic and related sexist themes. Among other exhortations, they 
urge men to be more manly, to return to a supposedly dominant prehistoric 
masculinity, to accent greater risk-taking for societal progress, and to reject 
what is seen as harmful feminism and a gender-egalitarian society. For 
example, according to a major book by the distinguished Harvard political 
scientist Harvey Mansfield, traditional assertive manliness is still substan-
tially good for U.S. society. For him the good part of this manliness is the 
great “quality of spiritedness, shared by humans and animals that induces 
humans, and especially manly men, to risk their lives in order to save their 
lives.” In his view such an aggressive spirit of risk-taking is necessary and 
distinctive in male history. Considering recently expanded opportunities 
for women in society, he argues that unfortunately women are now seen 
as equal to men, but they are in fact not equal in important human abili-
ties. They are indeed “the weaker sex” whose bodies are designed to attract 
men. He speaks against those who critique the recent male backlash against 
developing a gender-egalitarian society. He says he sees no male backlash, 
but then proceeds to describe one: There is only a male “reluctance, a resid-
ual, bodily, behavioral unwillingness on the part of men to do their share in 
the upkeep of gender neutrality.”53

Mansfield is uninformed here, for there are a large number of contem-
porary “men’s rights” groups and conferences that have developed as part 
of a backlash against a few decades of women activists trying to reduce 
the discrimination and other barriers of systemic sexism. Numerous men’s 
groups have been created to deal with what their members view as chal-
lenges to their conception of justifiable male privilege and/or real masculin-
ity. Unsurprisingly, the members of the majority of major groups are mostly 
white men seeking to accent even more of the country’s dominant white 
masculinity. They frequently blame “feminism” (most viciously, “femina-
zis”) for their troubles and take a traditional masculine approach to gender 
issues. As one commentator who tracks online misogyny has put it, these 
men’s rights groups are generally reacting to an alleged “cultural dethron-
ing of male entitlement,” which they view as the result of unfair societal 
changes sought by too-assertive contemporary women, especially feminist 
activists. Even modest changes benefitting women seem to agitate those in 
these men’s groups.54

One U.S. group that has aggressively asserted their view of traditional 
white manhood is named A  Voice for Men. The white founder told a 
woman critic that “We are coming for you and . . . all the liars out there that 
have been ruining people’s lives with impunity.”55 Officially, however, the 
group claims to support nonviolent protests. Its stated mission is more than 
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just buttressing the current systemically sexist society. It is to “denounce the 
institution of marriage as unsafe and unsuitable for modern men,” “edu-
cate men and boys about the threats they face in feminist governance,” and 
put a stop to “rape hysteria.” The group has even established an “offenders’ 
registry” in order to call out and scare those deemed feminist “bigots”— 
including recognizable feminist bloggers and students photographed at 
feminist protests against sexism.56

Another North American group, Men’s Rights Canada, has continually 
made headlines with offensive poster campaigns, including a snide response 
to a progressive Canadian campaign against the major problem of sexual 
assault called “Don’t be that guy.” The men’s group responded by placing 
mocking posters around cities that read “Don’t be that girl. . . . Women can 
stop baby dumping.” These words appeared under dumpsters and falsely 
insinuated that women who commit infanticide are insufficiently pun-
ished. The same group courted earlier controversy with a sequence of other 
“don’t be that girl” posters suggesting that many women make false rape 
accusations.57

The Southern Poverty Law Center, which tracks U.S. hate groups, 
has found that most men’s rights organizations tend to attract men who 
embrace very overt misogynistic framing, and some that sanction violence 
against women. Misogynistic and other sexist actions of men in certain 
“men’s rights” groups, as well as in informal groups of men, are regularly 
seen online. Consider a few examples. One group of men targeted a woman 
blogger with many online misogynistic comments after she posted a video 
in which she protested getting hit on by a man in an elevator. Another 
female writer, after she tweeted a sexist joke at a tech forum, aroused the 
online wrath of numerous misogynists in the high-tech sector. Another 
feminist writer endured unrelenting online abuse, including death threats, 
after debuting a video series critiquing the very extensive sexism in many 
popular video games. Clearly, too, there is much data showing that well 
beyond the Internet there is extensive male abuse, including substantial 
violence, targeting a great many women, not only in their homes but also as 
they attempt to speak out against everyday sexism.58

Recently, the group A Voice for Men held what it dubbed the first Inter-
national Conference on Men’s Issues. Warren Farrell, one white intellectual 
father of the “men’s rights” movement, was a keynote speaker at this Mich-
igan gathering. In his male sexist framing, virtuous men are being dispos-
sessed of many rights, and are now the lesser sex. He described what he 
saw as erroneous beliefs about (white) men sitting atop the power structure 
who “made all the rules” and get “all the rights” and accordingly have only 
themselves to blame for their alleged disempowerment.59 However, he had 
to ignore the real-world data showing that elite white men do mostly con-
trol the U.S. Congress and the major corporations, as well as other major 
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institutions. He claimed too that many people ignore the “real” problems 
faced by men today—that is, fathers are often divided from their children by 
the court system, there are no men’s studies departments on campuses, and 
men drop out of college and commit suicide at higher rates than women.60

Such advocates of traditional sexism and patriarchy ignore not only the 
continuing reality of (especially white) male dominance in most institu-
tions, but also the way that systemic sexism, which favors most men most 
of the time, necessarily creates some of the supposed disadvantages. Men’s 
disadvantages are usually the result of their own or other men’s advantages 
from that systemic sexism. As anthropologist R. W. Connell puts it,

Men cannot hold state power without having become, collectively, 
the agents of violence. Men cannot be the beneficiaries of domestic 
labour and emotion work without losing intimate connections.  .  .  . 
Men cannot have predominance in the capitalist economy without 
being subject to economic stress and paying for most of the social 
services.61

Additionally, within the male gender group, those who suffer somewhat 
from systemic sexism are usually not the same ones who benefit the most. 
Members of the mostly white male elite get the greatest array of benefits 
from systemic sexism, including running society’s major institutions, while 
working class men, and especially men of color, pay the greatest price for 
doing the dangerous work (such as mining) that is often reserved for male 
workers. Indeed, powerful white male capitalists usually control those 
workplaces and their employment rules for these male workers. It seems to 
us, that if ordinary (white) men really wish change in most of these negative 
workplace conditions, they need to organize “class rights” groups for signif-
icant changes in the society’s classist patterns usually dominated or shaped 
by the most powerful white men.62

Women in Major Sports: Perceived Threats to Male Dominance

Only recently in U.S. history have women been allowed or encouraged 
to participate in traditionally male sports. For most of that sports history 
barriers to women were vigorously rationalized as ensuring “real” women’s 
femininity. This too was overtly a part of keeping systemic sexism firmly in 
place. As we noted in Chapter 1, as amateur sports spread dramatically in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries, it became clear that “sporting ideals 
were underpinned by concerns about [white] masculinity and its impor-
tance to capitalist society” and that (white) male sports amateurs could not 
show any signs of subordinate femininity, for they were part of a truly “mas-
culine kingdom.”63
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Thus, a little later on, in 1952 white male Olympic officials eliminated 
the women’s 800 meters track event because they felt women lacked the 
necessary physical abilities. One official argued for eliminating all wom-
en’s Olympic track and field events because of the “unaesthetic spectacle of 
women” competing in ways similar to men. In this era, too, the prize-winning  
white sports columnist Arthur Daley argued that eliminating “girls” from 
the Olympics was good because they were unattractive “with beads of per-
spiration.” For many decades this enduring male framing of the acceptable 
female body did not include participation in traditionally male sports.64

Interestingly, in a more recent (1991) article on “Why Men Fear Wom-
en’s Teams,” Kate Rounds contended that the physical training advantage of 
men has historically given them an edge in traditionally male sports, but 
that in recent decades men have become afraid of losing to women who are 
now successfully doing similar diligent physical training. Many men fear 
physically strong women, and thus often stereotype and stigmatize them 
out of the male sexist frame as lesbian or “masculine women.” This is not 
just a matter of an economic threat, but also about male heterosexist fram-
ing of women and a male homophobic fear of being seen as weak and gay.65 
Even in the 21st century there is great fear among male athletes in both 
the amateur and professional sports of football, basketball, and baseball, of 
being seen as playing “like a girl” or being gay.66

Over many decades now, and into the present, many football, basketball, 
baseball, and hockey coaches in school, college, and professional settings 
have emphasized a lasting version of dominant (white) manhood framing. 
Recently, for instance, former National Football League coach and cur-
rent top college coach Jim Harbaugh has insisted that football is the “last 
bastion of hope for toughness in America in men, in males.”67 Like many 
white men in and outside of such sports, he suggests that the dominant 
(white) manhood standard is in danger of disappearing. In a recent article 
on “Why Football Matters,” Harbaugh insists that U.S. football is unfairly 
“under attack,” for it is one of very few places where “a young man is held 
to a higher standard. Football is hard. It’s tough. . . . It builds character. . . . 
It literally challenges his physical courage.” He argues that football coaches 
often “serve as a father figure to their players” and asks, rhetorically, “How 
many mothers look to the coaches of their son’s football team as the last 
best hope to show their son what it means to become a man—a real man?”68

Rather explicitly stated, becoming a “real man” involves getting a strong 
father figure who can teach that manly framing and values. Numerous 
male commentators assert, explicitly or implicitly, that mothers and other 
women are too soft and thus a threat to manliness. Across the United States, 
male coaches in football and other sports frequently urge their players to be 
very manly, play or hit hard, suffer pain without complaint, and especially 
to not “play like girls” or “fags.” Similar dominant discourses accenting the 
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“real men” framing, including much homophobic, anti-feminist, and racist 
language (e.g., on bumper stickers), can be found in yet other sports, such as 
among the predominantly white fans at NASCAR auto races.69

Indeed, since at least the late 19th century the emphasis on strong 
and active manliness has been constantly reinforced by an invigorated 
homophobia and explicit condemnation of a distinctive type of “homosex-
ual” man considered weak, inferior, and dangerous.70 As sports scholar Tony 
Collins underscores, in the present day the “able-bodied, and heterosexual, 
male still remains the paradigm athlete. Sport’s idealisation of the body, its 
privileging of physical activity over the intellectual, its fetishisation of blind 
courage means that the male body is the standard against which everything 
else is measured.”71

Note too the routine use of strong military metaphors in descriptions 
of U.S. football and other sports actions, which help to reinforce the domi-
nant framing of real-man masculinity. Comedian George Carlin suggested 
how large this array of military metaphors is. The football quarterback is 
called the “field general” and has “to be on target with his aerial assault . . . in 
spite of the blitz.” He uses “the shotgun,” “bullet passes,” or “long bombs.” He 
may use an “aerial assault” or “ground attack” to attack his “enemy’s defen-
sive line.”72 Explicit in such commonplace metaphorical language, language 
often used without conscious reflection, is also the legitimacy of a highly 
masculinized military system, one long used for imperialistic interventions 
overseas.

More Patriarchal-Sexist Discrimination

Recall from an earlier chapter that the 1848 Seneca Falls women’s rights con-
ference issued a Declaration of Sentiments asserting that “because women 
do feel themselves aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived . . . we 
insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges 
which belong to them as citizens.”73 Today, however, women still face a fun-
damentally sexist system and do not have all the rights and privileges that 
men have in the United States. One reason for this is that over the years 
attempts to secure an “Equal Rights Amendment” for the U.S. Constitu-
tion have failed—mostly because a majority of male legislators in various 
states still operate out of some version of a male sexist framing society (see 
Chapter 2). The United States is currently atypical in this regard; 80 per-
cent of the world’s countries do constitutionally guarantee gender equality. 
Ironically, in surveys most Americans think we do have that constitutional 
provision, and 96 percent say that they believe women should have equal 
rights.74 At the time of the major attempt at such an amendment in the 
1970s there were relatively few women in state and federal legislatures, and 
women are still seriously underrepresented in most state legislatures today. 
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Contemporary male gender discrimination, and resulting inequalities, are 
still regularly rationalized by the dominant male sexist frame.

Over time, women have been agents of change and organized and gained 
significantly expanded rights, including voting rights and much more con-
trol of their own resources and bodies, but to this day they still suffer from 
discriminatory state laws and substantial formal and informal discrimina-
tion in an array of major institutions.

Persisting Discrimination: Male Violence

Today, one still observes numerous examples of men—and at the top of 
the society, powerful white men—greatly controlling women’s bodies and 
body choices. Currently a majority of women report facing significant sex-
ual harassment, rape, and/or stalking over their lives. They face violence 
inside and outside the home, with much of that perpetrated with impunity. 
Indeed, surveys vary but demonstrate that between one-fifth and one-half 
of women were victims of sexual abuse as children.75 In recent years the 
United States has had a very high rape rate per 100,000 people (27 in 2010), 
and substantially more than that of France, Germany, or England. About 
90 percent of victims are women, with at least one in six having been raped 
over their lifetimes—the latter figure contradicting the arguments of many 
in men’s rights groups. The rape rates are usually higher for women of color. 
In addition, these and other sexual assault rates are very likely to be under-
estimates of the actual rates because many girls and women are afraid, for 
various reasons, to report them.76

Indeed, women who have sued for sexual and other violence by men 
have frequently found (mostly male) prosecutors or judges unsympathetic 
or discovered that current law does not actually protect them against such 
discrimination. Others have had their proof of discriminatory pay for equal 
work or of being fired just because they became pregnant also turned down 
by prosecutors or judges. Indeed, many cases of gender discrimination in 
the workplace are difficult to get redress under current U.S. laws.77 Such 
discrimination has long-term consequences for women’s lives, as well as for 
their families. As one analyst notes, “Victims of domestic violence are less 
likely to leave if they can’t stand on their own feet financially. And a lifetime 
of wage discrimination means women and their families also pay a price 
later when it comes to Social Security benefits.”78

Furthermore, in recent years many state legislatures dominated by white 
conservatives have passed laws reducing the control women have over their 
bodies. These laws, together with conservative court decisions, have placed 
severe restrictions on legal abortions and even on health insurance cov-
erage for contraception. As the late conservative Supreme Court justice 
Antonin Scalia once put it: “Certainly the Constitution does not require 
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discrimination on the basis of sex. The only issue is whether it prohibits it. 
It doesn’t.”79 This legal perspective helps to buttress the country’s systemic 
sexism and the larger elite-white-male dominance system.

Workplace Discrimination and Systemic Sexism Today

In a recent year full-time women workers in the United States still earned 
about 79 percent of male workers. While this gap is less than in the 1960s, 
much of the change has come from women becoming better educated and 
because of a decline in some men’s wages. Today, still, there is a significant 
gender pay gap at all educational levels and in many occupations. As a sum-
mary of a recent scholarly panel put it, over her lifetime this “gender pay 
gap costs the average woman worker more than $530,000 in lost wages. The 
lifetime wage losses are even greater for college-educated women, averaging 
close to $800,000.”80 The disparity has changed little in recent decades, and 
at the current rate of change it will take more than a century to equalize. 
In addition, African American, Latino, and Native American women have 
lower median earnings than white women, and thus much lower than white 
men.81 In this latter case we see again evidence of both sexism and gendered 
racism.

Over the centuries, up to the present day, male employers and workers 
have maintained several types of gendered discrimination in most capital-
istic workplaces, including lower-status job positions and lower wages for 
women as compared with comparably qualified men. These male decision- 
makers often operate out of the traditional male sexist framing of men and 
women that is reinforced in the normative cultures of most employment 
settings. This sexist framing impacts the employment opportunities and 
wages of women workers through several different avenues. For instance, 
in many workplaces this framing routinely results in blatantly sexist dis-
crimination on the part of both elite executives and ordinary male workers. 
Recall the study cited in Chapter 2 that found few women in better-paying 
jobs on Wall Street because of the male-centric workplace cultures where 
overtly sexist framing was commonplace and normative.

Another avenue of expression of male sexist framing takes the form of 
traditional job segregation. On average, men (especially whites) have signifi-
cantly greater occupational opportunities than women. These job opportu-
nities tend to be gender-segregated, with male workers getting higher pay 
for many jobs that are no more skilled or important to society than those 
women are regularly channeled into. To the present day, women have been 
concentrated in a smaller number of occupations than men—occupational 
settings such as domestic worker, fast food worker, nurse, librarian, clerical 
worker, retail sales worker, and schoolteacher. One issue that can be seen in 
this list is that women workers often enter caregiving occupations that are 
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essential for healthy communities, but which are frequently devalued and 
underpaid in this male-dominated society.82 Moreover, while the propor-
tion of women in certain historically male job categories (e.g., physicians, 
lawyers) has significantly increased in recent decades, changes in many 
historically male job categories have been modest or internal job segrega-
tion has developed, such as women physicians dominating pediatrics and 
male physicians dominating surgery, again with significant income differ-
entials. The movement of male workers into certain traditionally female 
jobs (e.g., nursing) has often exceeded the increase of female workers in 
comparably skilled male jobs, and these male workers often make higher 
salaries there. And when women have moved in large numbers into certain 
male-dominated fields, such as parks and recreation jobs, the pay has fre-
quently declined.83

Today, the proportions of women remain low in such occupations as 
engineers and craft and transport workers and in the most senior positions 
in many government agencies. As we have noted previously, women also 
hold relatively few top-level corporate management positions and major 
directorships. In addition, an invisible “glass ceiling” is regularly found for 
women in many corporate professional and managerial settings. Those who 
do make their way into traditionally male jobs there frequently face dis-
crimination in promotions and/or end up earning considerably less than 
their male counterparts.84

Recall too the problem of widespread sexual harassment that makes job 
success much more difficult for women workers. For many men in mana-
gerial and other supervisory positions, work success is a prize they give to 
women employees who permit some type of sexual harassment. These and 
other male workers in a diverse array of workplaces operate out of a male 
sexist frame that regards women as sex objects. Lin Farley summarizes this 
reality: Sexual harassment is “unsolicited nonreciprocal male behavior that 
asserts a woman’s sex role over her function as a worker.”85 The sexist behav-
ior of both male workers and employers often creates difficult work climates 
for women workers in many occupations and all areas of the country.

Today, too, many women in moderate-income families, and dispropor-
tionately women of color, have the major responsibility for economically 
supporting their families. For the most part, the capitalistic business world 
has not adjusted to the everyday needs of these workers, as well as for many 
women workers in higher-income families. For example, the 1993 Family 
and Medical Leave Act requires larger companies to allow workers 12 weeks 
of unpaid leave per year for family issues, but that does not help those who 
need a paid leave or work for smaller firms. The failure of U.S. laws to require 
employers to provide paid family leave—rare among western countries— 
has a great impact on women workers, who are much more likely than 
male workers to have to make employment and career decisions based on 
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their gendered family responsibilities.86 In this and other ways, the evidence 
makes clear, women workers often “face penalties” throughout their lives 
“for having children or caring for family members.”87

Women workers of color frequently encounter the more difficult or dan-
gerous occupational positions and workplace settings. Consider the condi-
tions faced by many workers in agribusiness food processing factories. The 
overwhelming majority are working-class women and men of color, includ-
ing immigrants. Dorothy McKenzie, who worked in southern chicken pro-
cessing factories for more than a decade, has poignantly captured connections 
between the ways in which chickens are processed and the ways the largely 
gendered and racialized work force is treated. Both workers and chickens, 
she notes, have limited freedom of movement. During a 12-hour work day, 
she could use the washroom only three times, and the repetitious drudgery 
of the job produced chronic body pain. When workers complained, manag-
ers advised them to consume “less water.” They protested and were fired for 
insubordination.88 It took the efforts of the Retail, Wholesale and Department 
Store Union to get their jobs back. Moreover, one researcher who worked 
in a processing plant described such workplaces as “plantation capitalism” 
because they are mostly owned by white men and staffed overwhelmingly by 
working-class women and men of color who earn low wages.89

Meanwhile, the mostly white male owners of such large agribusiness 
firms rake in billions in profits. Just five corporations control more than 
half of what some term the “meat-industrial-complex.” One animal rights 
researcher, David Nibert, has assessed this stark capitalistic reality. A small 
number of corporations have benefitted from the brutal treatment of many 
thousands of human workers and the killings of “billions of other animals” 
solely because “their exploitation furthered the accumulation of private 
profit.”90

Internalizing Gender Oppression

We should note briefly some ways in which women in workplaces and other 
settings collude in their oppression, especially by internalizing a male sexist 
framing of women and men. As one feminist analysis puts it, “It is common 
for women to comport themselves in a feminine fashion, to scale down their 
aspirations, and to embrace gender-compliant goals.” The sexist assump-
tions, norms, and narratives become part of the “cognitive, emotional, and 
conative structure of the self,” thereby shaping a woman’s desires. Mean-
while, the male “homo economicus can safely accept his desires as given 
and proceed without ado to orchestrate a plan to satisfy them.”91 Note too 
that numerous women collude in the perpetuation of the systemic sexism, 
and thus the encompassing elite-white-male dominance system, by join-
ing groups with names like Women Against Feminism. Recently under that 
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specific name in the social media, these mostly white and reasonably well-
off women have attacked what they misunderstand to be contemporary 
feminist thought, with their rather negative view influenced by the domi-
nant male sexist framing. For instance, they complain about feminism for 
supposedly engaging in “man-hating” and for portraying women as “just 
victims.”92 However, one feminist analyst, Fay Francis, surveyed a large set 
of Twitter commentaries from Women Against Feminism and concluded 
they were “overwhelmingly, those who have benefitted from it the most. 
Western white women. Middle class, well-educated women. Women with-
out disabilities. Cisgender, heterosexual women.”93

Unsurprisingly, significant funding for several of these anti-feminist  
women’s groups has come from powerful white male conservatives. Arch- 
conservative radio host Rush Limbaugh has contributed heavily to the con-
servative Independent Women’s Forum, as have major white conservative 
foundations like the Scaife Foundation, the Bradley Foundation, and the 
Koch brothers’ Lambe Foundation.94 Nothing illustrates the powerful shap-
ing influence of the elite-white-male dominance system better than these 
relatively privileged white women in anti-feminist groups who parrot the 
male sexist framing, and by the reality that these groups often get substan-
tial funding from white male conservatives’ foundations.

Popular Culture and Media: More Sexist Framing

Today, popular cultural realities contradict any notion that elite or ordinary 
men are greatly declining in power or that systemic sexism is collapsing. As 
one young online blogger has underscored, this sexist system is fully opera-
tional today, including for supposedly liberated millennials. This is obvious 
in most types of mainstream media:

You see it in almost every prime-time drama, reality-show, and all 
of the pop-media platforms, such as videogames, movies, and comic- 
books. Girls are the love-interest, the side-kick, or the villain. The 
love-interests are the damsels in distress, prizes to be won by the con-
quering hero, subservient and supportive, indebted to the male due to 
their need to be rescued and disposable. . . . The villains are the strong 
women, the ambitious women, the women with any kind of power 
that can threaten the hero, be it magical, political, or otherwise, and 
who aren’t afraid to challenge the hero and prove their equality, even 
superiority, to him.95

In a great many settings across the United States, including in many tradi-
tional media and new social media, both girls and women are still shown 
in very conventional ways, and constantly from some version of the male 
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sexist framing of society. Indeed, this gendered reality in the mainstream 
media is frequently intertwined with a white racial framing that, implicitly 
or explicitly, foregrounds the bodies and lives of white girls or women.

One also sees a related type of male sexist framing of women in many 
forms of contemporary advertising. Advertising is a multibillion dollar U.S. 
industry that is essential to modern consumer capitalism. Conventionally 
male-sexist ads are everywhere in print and online magazines and news-
papers, on billboards, and on most television channels. In these venues, 
the ads targeting girls and women repeatedly emphasize beauty, clothing, 
parenting, cooking, and cleaning. Frequently there is a focus on girl’s or 
women’s physical appearance and attractiveness, thereby mirroring the 
dominant sexist framing of this male-dominated society and encouraging 
viewers to judge women in such terms. In contrast, boys and men are more 
likely to be portrayed in ads, as they are usually judged in the larger soci-
ety, in terms of such things as their achievements, and not usually on their 
physical appearance.96

Note too that these mainstream media outlets often teach boys and men 
to buy into the dominant (white) manhood imagery. This includes accent-
ing certain masculinity-producing aspects of everyday life that the main-
stream media, politicians, and ordinary people rarely think critically about. 
This includes things such as male-oriented athletics. It also includes less 
obvious examples. For instance, researchers have established a link between 
the society’s dominant masculinity and the commonplace consumption of 
nonhuman animals, such as the “muscle meat” commonly called and adver-
tised as “steak.” In one recent study, research participants mostly from the 
United States and Great Britain tended to rank men who were vegetarians 
as less masculine than meat-eating men. The researchers concluded:

To the strong, traditional, macho, bicep-flexing, All-American male, 
red meat is a strong, traditional, macho, bicep-flexing, All-American 
food. . . . Soy is not. To eat it, they would have to give up a food they 
saw as strong and powerful like themselves for a food they saw as 
weak and wimpy.97

Globalizing Systemic Sexism, Racism, and Classism

While we focus in this book on the extraordinarily important implement-
ers of widespread global oppression, elite white men, they are certainly not 
the only important agents of contemporary patriarchal-sexist and hetero-
sexist control, as the latter types of control can be seen in numerous other 
areas. Indeed, social oppression targeting women, gay and lesbian people, 
and certain ethnic groups has long been commonplace in many countries, 
including in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East.98 Indeed, in recent years the 
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extremist group Islamic State (i.e., IS) in the Middle East and the extremist 
group Boko Haram in some African countries have implemented violent 
religious versions of masculinist and heterosexist oppression.

Nonetheless, the consequences of white hegemonic masculinity and 
associated oligopolistic capitalism are arguably more enduring and potent, 
even catastrophic, for the planet in general than those of these local despotic 
non-western actors. Actually, the development of many such non-western 
leaders has been greatly shaped by white male imperialists and coloniz-
ers from western countries. Recall the discussion of the 1916 Sykes-Picot 
Agreement, for example. It entrenched white British and French colonial 
rule in the Middle East, redrew societal boundaries, and became a source 
of countless major conflicts there to the present. Into the early 21st century, 
numerous Middle Eastern and North African regimes were autocracies 
whose legitimacy rested on satisfying their European and American sup-
porters.99 This was the western colonial residue. However, the U.S.-led inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003 and the Arab Spring in the 2010s helped to undermine 
this mixture of European influence and local dictatorial rule on which the 
1916 agreement hinged.100 Unsurprisingly, certain sectarian, often religious 
factions have filled the existing power vacuum as the colonially imposed 
borders are no longer secured. Today, as journalist Fareed Zakaria under-
scores, no amount of U.S. militarized masculinity and intervention there 
“can put Humpty Dumpty back together.”101

In western countries both white men and women, but especially the 
most powerful white men, have benefitted greatly for centuries from the 
racialized capitalistic theft of global resources, including from highly 
exploited low-wage female and male labor (usually workers of color) pro-
ducing consumer items for them. Wealth resulting from centuries of this 
global exploitation, and new technologies assisted by it, sustain numerous 
symbols of (white) western hegemonic masculinity, such as large pickup 
trucks and “muscle” cars. Great western wealth also generates and sustains 
technologically sophisticated and hyper-masculinized military forces that 
use violence across the globe to uphold western political-economic domi-
nance. For many decades, western multinational executives, media moguls, 
soldiers, missionaries, and government officials have aggressively, often 
violently, exported and maintained many elements of the western racial, 
gender, and class order to across much of the world.102

During the colonialism era and today’s supposedly post-colonialism era 
we have experienced much global interconnecting, especially the spread and 
dominance of large multinational corporations—with their usually tiered 
sexist, racist, and classist global divisions of labor. For instance, social scien-
tist R. W. Connell has emphasized the reality of a world gender order—the 
“structure of relationships” connecting the “gender orders of local societies 
on a world scale.”103 Most western multinational corporations are shaped 



A Troubled Present and Future • 237

by a white masculinized culture, including in the upper management ranks 
and much corporate decision-making. Consider how western media execu-
tives aggressively circulate sexist and racist meanings globally. The export of 
white male sexist framing and white racial framing is observable constantly 
in the mass media and social media of a great many countries—e.g., in the 
blond, thin, and light-skinned women celebrated as feminine exemplars 
in the media of Latin American and Asian countries.104 The large media 
corporations and other western multinational corporations are central to 
contemporary oligopolistic capitalism and have created global markets that 
often have a sexist and racist structuring in terms of the production and 
consumption of material goods.

In addition, numerous major international agencies (e.g., World Bank) 
have been run mostly or very disproportionately by elite whites, especially 
elite white men. This reality signals that the world gender order is constantly 
interrelated with, and coreproductive of, the world racial order (global sys-
temic racism), as well as of global oligopolistic capitalism. There are local 
hierarchical social systems, but a majority of these have developed at least 
some western racial, gender, or class elements because of the spread of west-
ern transnational corporations and the development of western-shaped 
local and national economic, political, and media institutions.

Given this globalized reality of the elite-white-male dominance system, 
a great many geopolitical crises that have threatened the world’s countries 
for many decades have had roots in this powerful system of exploitation 
and oppression. This worldwide reality has deeply disturbing ramifications 
for the prospect of authentic peace, security, liberty, and justice—indeed, for 
the very survival of humanity. Unsurprisingly, this western-based oppres-
sion has repeatedly seen great and regular pushback from oppressed people 
everywhere. As W. E. B. Du Bois once forecast, powerful white men cannot 
have peace solely for themselves and other whites: “We shall not drive war 
from this world until we treat [people of color] as free and equal citizens in 
a world democracy of all races and nations.”105

Philanthro-Capitalism: One Elite Strategy

We are thus wary of the white western elite’s purported concern for non-
elites at home or abroad, especially the most vulnerable populations. Take 
for example the rise of “philanthro-capitalism,” which involves mostly 
white-elite-sponsored nonprofit foundations that apply the “business logic 
of profit-making institutions to philanthropic activities.”106 In pursuit of elite 
interests in shaping broad national and international social policies, numer-
ous billion-dollar philanthropic foundations in western countries have over 
recent decades been built up by the most powerful members of the capi-
talistic class, again mostly white men. The foundations often provide the 
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elite with important tax write-offs. Even more importantly, they can offer 
avenues to sidestep more democratic decision-making entities like the UN, 
as well as national governments, in targeting an array of important national 
health and welfare issues. Their actions have brought some major and nec-
essary health and welfare program changes for the world’s population, but 
these actions frequently exclude alternative health and welfare possibilities 
and concentrate supposedly philanthropic decisions in elite-controlled 
hands without substantial local democratic input and decision-making.

The leading philanthropic foundations hold hundreds of billions in assets; 
most are currently based in the United States. This is very significant for 
democratic decision-making about planet Earth, currently and in the future.  
Philanthro-capitalism tells us much about what to expect, as the dispropor-
tionately white elite is aggressively using it as one more important strategy 
enabling them to hold onto their undemocratic and hegemonic political- 
economic power globally. For example, La Via Campesina, an international 
movement that manages democratic peasant organizations around the 
globe, has criticized the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation for its global 
philanthro-capitalism. They acquired shares of the company Monsanto, 
which is oriented to agribusiness multinationals’ control of agricultural 
chemicals and seeds globally. The acquisition was justly seen as evidence 
of the foundation’s commercial interests over real humanitarian concerns. 
Similarly, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg and his wife Priscilla Chan 
announced that they would eventually give away 99 percent of their wealth, 
but this turned out to be less altruistic than it seemed. The “giveaway” 
involved transferring their funds into a personal limited liability company 
(LLC), a type of organization lacking in transparency and providing Zuck-
erberg and Chan with continuing control of these assets and tax write-offs 
for their “donations.”107 Their stated goal is impressive: to “advance human 
potential and promote equality in areas such as health, education, scientific 
research and energy.”108 However, whatever its direction, it will be yet one 
more undemocratic, elite-controlled effort to deal with broad national and 
global social problems.

Challenges to Elite Control

For the foreseeable future the United States will doubtless be marked by 
comprehensive economic inequality and economic and political oligarchy, 
as the mostly white male corporate capitalists retain major societal control. 
To protect their racialized, gendered, and capitalistic interests, this elite will 
predictably continue to accent a distinctive brand of conservative market 
capitalism and thus seek smaller government (e.g., deregulation), privat-
ization of public goods, and reduced taxation (especially for those well-
off). Nonetheless, there are broad trends in society that will make this elite 
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dominance highly problematical, and at least suggest the possibility of a 
more just and democratic future for western societies like the United States.

Will New Technologies Bring Solutions?

Numerous commentators have suggested that new technologies, such as 
intelligent robots and other artificial intelligence innovations, may reduce 
the boring or arduous (blue collar and white collar) work that humans do, 
thereby liberating them for more interesting work or leisure activities. In 
this perspective automation is seen as a beneficent force. However, the 
dominant elite’s power is unlikely to be displaced just by the societal imbed-
ding of these technologies. The leading astrophysicist Stephen Hawking has 
made a pessimistic forecast for what this future of technologies probably 
means for non-elites and society generally:

If machines produce everything we need, the outcome will depend 
on how things are distributed. Everyone can enjoy a life of luxuri-
ous leisure if the machine-produced wealth is shared, or most people 
can end up miserably poor if the machine-owners successfully lobby 
against wealth redistribution. So far, the trend seems to be toward the 
second option, with technology driving ever-increasing inequality.109

Recently, Robert McChesney and John Nichols have provided a more 
detailed view of this troubled reality of capitalistic control of potentially 
liberating technologies:

If we the people are going to make the future that is now our own, then 
we must begin a knowing, conscious fight for shared prosperity, genuine 
opportunity, and the full realization of the promise of new technolo-
gies. . . . The oppressive prospects of technology—to spy on us, to profit 
off our desperation and misery, to make us work harder for less, to con-
trol rather than to free us—are only beginning to be fully realized.110

At best, even these critical analysts only vaguely mention the dominant elite, 
including the machine-makers, lying behind the likely calamitous effects of 
technological change. As we have repeatedly seen, they need to be called 
out much more explicitly. These elite, mostly white and male technology 
owners and controllers are the real threat, not the new technologies. Most 
North Americans and Europeans do not understand how powerful white 
capitalists have controlled technologies substantially in their own interest—
to the point, for example, that much technological automation is being used 
to get rid of jobs that ordinary workers need and thereby to greatly increase 
their long-term unemployment or underemployment.



240 • A Troubled Present and Future

McChesney and Nichols do underscore the only reasonable remedy for 
these dire circumstances:

There is no app that will achieve the better and more humane life that 
is possible. . . . We the people are the only force that can make a future 
worthy of our hopes and our humanity. . . . the only tool that has ever 
taken the power to define the future away from the elites and given it 
to the whole of humanity: democracy.111

We would add to this view that this democratic force of ordinary people must 
be well informed about how these elites and this society actually operate— 
that is, they must become engaged in deframing and reframing away from 
their own racist, sexist, and classist framing of society (see below). And 
they also must be willing to organize extensively and democratically over 
a very long period of time. It took centuries to create the contemporary 
elite-white-male dominance system, and it will certainly take many years 
to undo that system and restructure this society in truly democratic ways.

Changing Demographics: Whites No Longer the Majority

Another trend that many have viewed as a sign of optimism for a more 
democratic U.S. future involves current and expected demographic changes. 
If U.S. birth and immigration rates persist at current levels, by the 2040s 
half the population will be Americans of color. White Americans are now 
just over 60 percent of the population, down significantly in recent decades. 
As of the 2010 census, whites were a demographic minority in California, 
Texas, New Mexico, and Hawai’i. Soon, a majority of elementary and sec-
ondary school students will be African, Latino, Asian, and Native American. 
Other things being equal, they and their parents will increasingly demand 
greater input in the operation of currently white-dominated school sys-
tems. Similar demands for greater input in major economic (and political) 
decision-making will likely increase from American workers of color, who 
by the 2030s will make up more than half the working-age population.112

Currently, a majority of whites appear to view these demographic changes 
in negative ways, and mainly through the prevailing white racial frame. Back 
in the 1990s, journalist Dale Maharidge’s book The Coming White Minority 
assessed white Californians’ reactions to this major demographic change 
already taking place there. He argued that whites there had credible fears: 
“Whites dread the unknown and not-so-distant tomorrow,” he wrote, “when 
a statistical turning point will be reached that could have very bad conse-
quences for them.  .  .  . They fear losing not only their jobs but also their 
culture.”113
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Today, influential conservatives, especially in the mainstream media, 
regularly promote such white fears by emphasizing that their being a sta-
tistical minority has undesirable implications for the future of “western 
civilization.” Previously, we documented the distress among elite whites 
in corporate and government worlds in regard to “threats” they have long 
perceived as coming from people of color globally. These views have long 
been articulated by prominent white analysts such as Samuel Huntington, 
a Harvard professor who argued that multiculturalism and demographic 
diversity were destroying the United States, indeed threatening to dump it 
“on the ash heap of history.”114 Earlier in U.S. history, he argued, nativists’ 
concerns about immigrant assimilation were unjustified because immi-
grants were white Europeans, but current immigrant groups of color

feel discriminated against if they are not allowed to remain apart 
from the mainstream. The ideologies of multiculturalism and diver-
sity . . . deny the existence of a common culture in the United States, 
denounce assimilation, and promote the primacy of racial, ethnic, and 
other subnational cultural identities and groupings.115

Huntington is not alone. In their many nativistic writings, speeches, and 
other commentaries a great many white intellectuals, corporate executives, 
policymakers, and politicians have made it clear that they most fear the 
culture and population impacts of immigrants of color from Latin America, 
Asia, Africa, and the Middle East.

For example, in one study researchers asked many elite white men about 
their views of Americans of color, including the significant numbers of 
immigrants coming into the country. Assessing the multiracial future of the 
United States, one powerful corporate executive gave a reply typical of many. 
He argued that the impact of immigrants would be negative because

the strength of the country and the economy is driven by the Anglo- 
Saxon work ethic heritage which will be gradually destroyed because 
these other groups don’t have that heritage. . . . Because if you look at 
the historical integration of the black people into the country and the 
Hispanic, they have always, very few of them have been able to oper-
ate on a sophisticated income producing level. [Interviewer: But don’t 
you think that that’s the problem of the white people who subjugate 
them?] I think that is true up until about 1960, 1965 but I don’t think 
this is true in the last 20, 25 years.116

Here we see a common feature of the white framing of people of color that 
we have often observed previously. Today most whites no longer openly 
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cite a biological explanation for racial inequalities, but they do publicly and 
frequently accent this cultural deficiency view, one that downplays current 
racial discrimination. Again, too, we observe the notion of a superior white 
Anglo-Saxon society supposedly being in great danger from “these other 
groups.”

In spite of this extensive white fear-mongering, the immediate future of 
the United States will likely be striking for its continuing racial, class, and 
gender inequalities and for persisting and substantial control by a white, 
disproportionately male elite including corporate capitalists and allied top 
government officials. (They will probably have a greater number of con-
forming acolytes from subordinated groups.) The country’s undemocratic 
economic organization and undemocratic political institutions—e.g., an 
unelected Supreme Court, unrepresentative Senate, and unrepresentative 
House of Representatives—will undoubtedly play a central role in that 
future. These key political institutions will likely continue to be shaped by 
the white elite via their well-institutionalized control of corporations and 
other major organizations.

Still, barring a great elite repression of dissent, there will doubtless be sig-
nificant positive and democratizing impacts from these major demographic 
changes. A more diverse Democratic Party will probably become the major 
political party in numerous legislative bodies at all levels. Still, in many 
cases liberal politicians of color will likely supplant white liberals, with less 
net change in liberal political-economic policies probably being the result. 
At the local and state levels, we expect to see significant political change, 
with many places having majorities of voters of color and greater represen-
tation of their perspectives. At the local, state, and national levels, we also 
anticipate increased conflict between voters of color seeking greater repre-
sentation and government services, and disproportionately older white vot-
ers (led by the white elite) fighting to preserve white economic and political 
interests and power. A large segment of the white elite will likely continue 
to accent government privatization, deregulation, and lower taxes so as to 
protect their racialized political-economic interests.

Short of a truly democratic revolution, the racial, class, and gender 
inequalities are likely to remain substantial. For instance, a strong sign of 
continuing racial inequality can today be observed in the extensive racial 
segregation in housing and schooling patterns across U.S. towns and cities. 
As demographer William Frey has emphasized recently, racial “segregation 
levels for black and Hispanic children are higher than for their adult coun-
terparts.”117 That is, in these very important cases there is no trend toward 
desegregation. Currently, most whites and most people of color live sub-
stantially separate lives in schools and neighborhoods. Even the supposedly 
desegregated workforce remains significantly divided. As we showed pre-
viously, disproportionate numbers of workers of color are in lower-paying 
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job categories or facing chronic unemployment, while disproportionate 
numbers of whites dominate most better-paying, relatively more secure job 
categories.

Contemporary People’s Movements

Pressing for Major Change

Virtually all societies have resistance movements that regularly challenge 
their ruling elite. Elsewhere we have written in detail about people’s move-
ments that try to change the elite-white-male dominance system in the 
United States,118 but here we only have space to emphasize a few important 
points about them. Many ordinary women and men—among them people of 
color, LGBTQ people, people with disabilities, and animal rights advocates—
continue to engage in substantial informal and organized efforts to make the 
United States more just and democratic. They are able to generate protest 
movements because there are in society numerous critical counter-frames, 
home cultures, and local community organizations that are relatively inde-
pendent of elite control and that can provide significant resources, including 
experienced leaders, effective organization, funding, and, most importantly, 
human beings willing to risk their lives for societal change. These influential 
community organizations, such as the many churches essential to African 
American civil rights movements in the past and present, periodically offer 
significant pushback against the overarching elite dominance system, as 
similar people’s protests for centuries now have done.119

Consider, for example, one recent movement and organization that 
developed with the assistance of social media and has been named Black 
Lives Matter (BLM). Currently with numerous U.S. and Canadian chapters 
and with localized nonhierarchical leadership, this movement emerged in 
2013 in connection with large street protests over the killings of black peo-
ple in Missouri, Florida, and other states. Over the years since then, scores 
of BLM-associated marches, rallies, and other demonstrations against sys-
temic racism have taken place, especially over police killings of, and other 
brutality toward, black urbanites. A great many local black (and other) res-
idents, including many unaffiliated with BLM chapters, have participated 
in these assertive protests. Many activists have been critical of established 
black leaders, for selling out or not being aggressive enough. In 2016, some 
of these black activists confronted the 2016 presidential candidates in regard 
to their positions on racialized policing and other white racism issues.120

In the midst of a still white-framed and white-normed society, this black 
movement has made important use of a strong black counter-framing of 
society, one with a focus on ending white racism in policing and other 
major societal areas. Reverberations of earlier African American resistance 
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movements are clear in the valiant efforts of these current protest groups, 
as they endeavor to actualize the other American Dream of real liberty and 
justice. For the most part, African Americans and many other Americans of 
color have not bought so heavily as white Americans into the elite’s insin-
cere rhetoric about liberty and democracy.

Consider too the class-oriented Occupy Wall Street movement (2011–
2012). This anti-capitalist movement inspired much international dia-
logue about the power of the large national and international financial 
institutions (termed the “1  percent”). Many ordinary people (from the 
99  percent) weighed in on the unethical and illegal acts of Wall Street’s 
top decision-makers, even giving rise to new rights laws like the California 
Homeowner Bill of Rights. Additionally, focusing on the student indebt-
edness crisis in imaginative ways, the Strike Debt effort emerged as an out-
growth of the Occupy movement. Student loan reforms thereby became 
matters for more serious political debate. Occupy activists also became 
part of Million Hoodie marches to remonstrate against police killings of 
unarmed black people. And the Occupy movement also served as a partial 
catalyst for the Canadian indigenous peoples’ movement Idle No More. In 
turn, Idle No More inspired additional Native activism and several envi-
ronmental movements. Additionally, yet other major protest movements 
have emerged from indigenous groups in the United States and Canada, 
including the large-scale 2016 protests against oil pipeline construction in 
North Dakota.121

Interestingly, increased protest to the elite’s neoliberal financial domi-
nance has had some modest positive effects. As an illustration, Lawrence 
Summers, one architect of globalizing capitalism and a past U.S. Treasury 
Secretary discussed in Chapter 5, is part of the elite’s more liberal faction. 
Describing non-elite opposition to global economic integration as not 
entirely unjustified, he described this global capitalistic project as “carried 
out by elites for elites, with little consideration for the interests of ordi-
nary people.” He asserted that non-elites accurately believe that current 
“free trade” globalization gives the rich unfair economic advantages. They 
understand its impacts, for local communities “suffer when major employ-
ers lose out to foreign competitors.”122 Notable too are Summers’ recent 
suggestions for a better elite approach: Fostering “international harmo-
nization agreements” as opposed to just international trade agreements; 
making “labor rights and environmental protection” of utmost concern 
and “empowering foreign producers” less of a priority; allocating the same 
political effort to capturing the “trillions of dollars that escape taxation or 
evade regulation through cross-border capital flows” as for the usual cor-
poration-oriented trade agreements; and actually ensuring that working- 
class and middle-class parents can realistically secure a better life for their 
children.123
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Deframing Oppressive Frames: The Example of Anti-Racist Efforts

Dominant conceptual systems such as the white racial frame, the male sex-
ist frame, and the classist frame are frequently unconscious or barely con-
scious, and they are neurally fixed. As a result, major conceptual change, 
while necessary for creating a just society, is difficult. Most people operate 
from these long-held socially gained frames, and usually emotionally. That 
makes it hard to challenge their framing just by presenting the empirical 
facts.124 The constitutional scholar Derrick Bell long ago emphasized how 
whites’ racial framing, with its racialized emotions, makes a change-the-law 
model of racial progress problematical:

Traditional civil rights laws  .  .  . assume that most citizens will obey 
the law.  .  .  . But the law enforcement model for civil rights breaks 
down when a great number of whites are willing—because of conve-
nience, habit, distaste, fear or simple preference—to violate the law. It 
then becomes almost impossible to enforce, because so many whites, 
though not discriminating themselves, identify more easily with those 
who do than with their victims.125

Central to how the dominant racial, class, and gender frames operate 
today is “social alexithymia”—the learned and habitual inability of a great 
many in the dominant groups to understand where those subordinated are 
coming from and what their experiences with oppression are like. Such 
social alexithymia involves a severe lack of cross-group understanding. For 
instance, psychological researchers recently interviewed white college stu-
dents and found that most “expressed some level of distortion and denial of 
race, racism, or white privilege. [Even] students who demonstrated higher 
levels of racial awareness also expressed some distortion and/or denial of 
racism.”126 Only one student was strongly antiracist and empathetic toward 
African Americans. These data suggest the intensity and extent of most 
whites’ socialization into the dominant white racial frame, as well as the 
difficulty of societal change in this regard.

One difficult but vital lesson for all in the dominant white group is to be 
brought to a clear understanding of the social justice counter-frames long 
developed in communities of color dealing with oppression. One important 
example is the strong antiracist counter-frame developed by African Amer-
icans over centuries. This includes a robust critique of white oppression, an 
aggressive countering of anti-black framing, and a positive assertion of the 
full humanity of all people and of their right to social justice. This experience- 
honed perspective on current systemic racism challenges key aspects of 
the old white racial frame. Social justice educators and activists desiring 
to break down that dominant racial frame have often created educational 
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programs focused on key aspects of the racist frames of white Americans 
and of the antiracist frames of African Americans and other Americans of 
color. Assertively teaching the experience-based understandings of white 
racism in these antiracist counter-frames can have a significant destabi-
lizing effect on the dominance of that white racial frame in the minds of 
many whites and others. Certainly, such educational efforts are only a first 
step and, if substantial structural change is to come, must be expanded to 
include major antidiscrimination and other antiracist organization and 
action across all societal institutions.127

Still, major efforts to change white racial framing must be made if sys-
temic change is to happen in this society. The linguist George Lakoff has 
suggested some steps that can be taken to bring a shift in a population 
toward a more progressive moral system:

It begins by strengthening the framing for the progressive moral sys-
tem and for the progressive view of democracy based around empa-
thy and the responsibility flowing from that empathy. . . . we have to 
care about others—fellow citizens of the world we have never met and 
never will meet.128

As we see it, deframing for change in the direction of real liberty and 
democracy for all must involve consciously and critically analyzing major 
elements of the dominant racist, sexist, and classist frames. Those in the 
dominant white group, most especially elite white men, and many others 
must somehow be made much more aware of the fact that the dominant 
racist, sexist, and classist frames are deeply imbedded in their minds, then 
be taught the great importance of deframing them, and also be encouraged 
to reframe away from them to a real action-oriented, liberty-and-justice 
framing of this unjust society.

Consider, as one final example, the efforts of numerous antiracism groups 
across the country that currently demonstrate the validity of these asser-
tions. For instance, note the successful Antiracism Study Dialogue Circles 
Metamorphosis (ASDIC) activists in Minnesota. Over just a few years, they 
have developed more than 150 well-crafted and effective workshops and 
dialogue groups to stimulate greater local awareness of white racist fram-
ing and discrimination, and thereby to stimulate numerous racial-change 
efforts in local communities. A multiracial group, the ASDIC activists have 
educated and empowered local people of diverse racial backgrounds to 
speak out forcefully on patterns of local and national racism; to increase 
their transformative resistance practices aimed at a just and democratic 
society; to explore the actual formation via the white racial frame of “raced” 
persons in systemic racism; to develop the emotional and spiritual dispo-
sitions necessary to confront everyday racism and its negative impacts; to 
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rehumanize by counter-framing the U.S.-origin stories underlying much 
white racism; and to provide the resources and relationships necessary to 
the creation of personal anti-racism and healthy anti-racist communities. 
ASDIC has successfully facilitated workshops and dialogue circles with 
more than 2,000 community participants about antiracist activism, includ-
ing teachers, students, nonprofit and government staff, and members of 
religious organizations. Currently, the ASDIC activists and supporters are 
further developing their anti-racism curriculum models, expanding group 
facilitator training, and growing their organizational outreach to take their 
racial change programs beyond Minnesota. These are important first steps 
to bring change in regard to systemic racism in the United States, if only the 
first steps.129

Elite Pushback: Ongoing Struggles for Human Liberation

These aggressive educational efforts aimed at major deframing and refram-
ing in regard to systemic racism, sexism, and classism are essential to bring-
ing significant structural changes. However, constant collective vigilance 
and progressive organization are also very necessary because the white male 
elite has the power, resources, and supporters to mount devastating pri-
vate and government pushbacks against serious deframing and reframing 
efforts and much other anti-oppression organization. They act to protect 
their powerful individual and group interests in preserving the elite-white-
male dominance system.

Repeatedly, this elite pushback has targeted a large array of recent rights 
movements. Activists of all kinds are frequently belittled and attacked, often 
with large militarized police forces. For example, in response to the Occupy 
movement, the white elite put large repressive resources into controlling 
these activists, who were viewed as seriously challenging their elite class 
interests. The New York City police department maintained an unnecessarily 
substantial force at Occupy encampments, and millions of tax dollars were 
allocated to this over-policing and other active repression of the peaceful 
protesters. Black demonstrations against police brutality in many cities and 
Native American protests over land and water issues in the Midwest have 
been countered by officials with large militarized policing forces, including 
in some cases the National Guard. Consider, too, less well-known move-
ments, such as the contemporary animal rights movement. In recent years 
these rights advocates have been callously mocked and otherwise attacked 
by the mainstream media. They are portrayed as anti-human, and even as 
a threat to western civilization. This portrayal is in keeping with the domi-
nant capitalistic ethic, which ensures that the capitalistic class’s interests in 
exploiting human and nonhuman animals, as well as the planetary environ-
ment, are placed first. By curbing media information about and criticism of 



248 • A Troubled Present and Future

global problems like animal exploitation, global climate change, and eco-
logical destruction for profit, the arrogant and mostly white capitalistic elite 
can reduce public awareness of the nature of the high social and environ-
mental costs of profit-driven capitalistic enterprises. By purposefully fram-
ing justice-seeking activists as “radicals,” the country’s elite can generate 
significant social panic and fears, which proves useful in advancing undem-
ocratic private and government policies, such as anti-terror legislation that 
curtails democratic constitutional rights.130

Central to countering this elite, today as in the past, is building effective 
coalitions across several oppressed groups. As sociologist Domhoff puts it, 
the power elite wins

far more often than not against their many opponents, who have never 
been able to negotiate the compromises and alliances among them-
selves that would be needed in order to make full use of the power 
bases they actually have. In fact, figuring out how these disparate 
oppositional forces might become united enough to take advantage 
of the divisions within the power elite would be a worthy challenge 
for all those who share the egalitarian vision [of U.S. society].131

Concluding Summary: The Overarching Elite-White-Male  
Dominance System

In our emphasis mostly on the prevailing white racial frame and the male 
sexist frame in this chapter, we have continued to render visible powerful 
white men and the oppressive structures that they routinely create, cultivate, 
and defend. In the examples of their resistance to progressive change of many 
kinds, we witness how much national and global control these mostly white 
and male U.S. decision-makers—a tiny percent of the world’s population— 
still wield over most everyone else. They are indeed central among the 
world’s elites, and they operate today with the often servile assistance of 
elite white women and elites of color across the globe. Throughout history, 
this group of very powerful white men has aggressively worked against real 
global equality and authentic democracy.

We have also provided recent examples of the modus operandi of this 
elite, including their sexist brotherhood with ordinary white men. Clearly, 
the substantial majority of ordinary white men desperately need a refram-
ing away from their dominant white masculinity framing, for the latter is 
a key element in their famous white male anger. This anger and its accent 
on white male privilege creates long-lasting barriers to the achievement of 
real liberty and justice for all. We have documented the numerous “men’s 
rights” groups and informal male networks that, among other things, tar-
get bold women who organize and speak out against systemic sexism. 
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Importantly, we have shown that advocates of traditional white manhood 
and associated sexist practices ignore or downplay the societal reality of 
continuing white male dominance—the age-old systemic sexism that still 
strongly favors (white) men. Ironically, this systemic sexism created and 
maintained by men also generates most of the gender disadvantages that 
men complain about. Clearly, the sexist system is still fully operational in 
its oppression of women today. In this chapter we also briefly explored why 
a majority of white men found a sense of belonging inside Donald Trump’s 
political domain during the 2016 electoral season, and why many of them 
seemed to fear the rise of the first woman presidential candidate. We have 
considered what these and other social changes mean for the future of the 
white male power structure, and thus of U.S. and global society.

Throughout this book we have examined the large-scale resources used, 
usually successfully, to punish those who push back substantially against 
the elite-white-male dominance system. We caution readers that optimism 
concerning a much more democratic and egalitarian future must be con-
strained by the reality of a rather small white male minority that has sus-
tained its economic and political power and rule against all challengers 
for centuries—and might well be able to muster these resources to do so 
repeatedly for much time to come. Sadly, as Paul Kivel has underscored, 
there is still most centrally in the contemporary U.S. a “ruling class concept 
of democracy”—which, among other things, has meant an ability to vote in 
most major elections between candidates who are, or have been vetted by, 
powerful white men.132

We wrote this book because the dominant racial, class, and gender fram-
ing and actions of elite white men have yet to be fully problematized and 
deeply probed. This seems strange considering that for centuries they have 
so greatly shaped western and global economic, social, and political sys-
tems. It is long past time to call out and critically assess these elite men who 
have long exploited and subordinated ordinary working people, people of 
color, and women, as well as other smaller groups in society. For centuries 
they have created empires for capitalistic and racist exploitation, launched 
endless military invasions to preserve or extend capitalistic empires, built 
undemocratic political systems, led assaults on the natural environment, 
and rationalized with their dominant racial, class, and gender framing the 
oppression of massive numbers of people. Clearly, “we the people” can no 
longer afford to ignore and allow the domination of the powerful white 
men at the center of much social oppression, nationally and globally.

The many social costs of systemic racism, classism, and sexism are not just 
undesirable side effects of these systems, but are substantially the intrinsic 
and central aspects to their everyday operation. These social costs are great, 
deep, and broad. Racial, class, and gender subordination creates in any soci-
ety not only great life and health costs for those groups and individuals who 
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are subordinated, but also a great loss of present and future human abilities 
and knowledge for a society likely to need those human resources far into 
its future. In times of societal crisis, which are increasingly frequent in the 
United States and across the world, such limitations on human abilities and 
resources create great immediate and long-term problems for all involved.

Large-scale racial, class, and gender subordination has also cost U.S. 
society in that the widely asserted liberty-and-justice morality is aban-
doned and made meaningless in everyday practice. That is, the societal ben-
efits that go to the socially dominant groups, especially elite white men, still 
involve massive violations of fundamental human rights. Individual human 
beings have been routinely sacrificed to the interests and actions of the 
dominant white male group and its highly organized structures of racial, 
class, and gender oppression. Unjust impoverishment is a central feature of 
these centuries-old systems of unjust enrichment, and it is essential for the 
elite in a society with such systemic oppressions to hide the close and direct 
connections between their great power and wealth and the lesser socio-
economic conditions of the majority of people. Understanding this funda-
mental social connectivity and the ways in which it is socially reproduced 
over generations are important ways for us to begin to free ourselves from 
a society riven with highly asymmetrical human oppressions. Systemic 
racial, class, and gender oppressions connect people within a societal nest 
of complex, interlinked, and cumulative interdependencies. As suggested 
previously, most people need to see and better understand these great social 
and intergenerational interconnections as a first step in dealing with major 
human oppressions.



One great historical irony is that in the 18th century the powerful white 
male founders in the emerging United States vigorously insisted, in strug-
gles with British officials, on their own human and civil rights as they 
created one of the West’s most celebrated rebellions against autocratic 
authority. In summer 1776 they crafted a Declaration of Independence that 
famously stated the “self-evident” truth that “all men are created equal” 
and are endowed with the “unalienable Rights” of “Life, Liberty and the 
pursuit of Happiness.” They further asserted that governments are created 
“to secure these rights” and derive “their just powers from the consent of 
the governed.” Then they insist that, if “any Form of Government becomes 
destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish 
it, and to institute new Government  .  .  . to effect their Safety and Happi-
ness.” Although most of the white men who proclaimed these views did 
not deem the relatively radical Declaration as encompassing much more 
than the rights of propertied white men like themselves, this was an early 
western statement of broad human rights, one that has influenced hundreds 
of independence movements and human rights documents and speeches 
ever since. The latter have included the 1789 French “Declaration of the 
Rights of Man and the Citizen”; the 1848 Seneca Falls women’s rights con-
vention’s “Declaration of Sentiments”; Abraham Lincoln’s 1863 Gettysburg 
Address; declarations of numerous U.S. workers’, women’s, civil rights, and 
environmental groups; and national declarations of independence for Haiti, 
Mexico, Vietnam, Liberia, and numerous other countries.1

Unmistakably, many people across the globe have seen a great need 
to extend the reality of human rights far beyond what the U.S. founders 
envisioned. Especially after the Nazi Holocaust and anti-colonialism upris-
ings of the World War II era, the struggle for expanded human rights led 
to pathbreaking international actions and documents, including the dra-
matic and powerful 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). 
Crafted by relatively diverse drafting and vetting committees, and adopted 
by a multinational and multiracial United Nations General Assembly, that 
pathbreaking document asserts in Article 1 that “All human beings are born 
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free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and 
conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.” 
Further, Article 21 adds that “The will of the people shall be the basis of 
the authority of government; this will shall be expressed in periodic and 
genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal suffrage.” Article 25 
proclaims that “Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for 
the health and well-being of himself and his family, including food, cloth-
ing, housing.” Article 29 emphasizes that

Everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free and 
full development of his personality is possible. . . . everyone shall be 
subject only to such limitations as are determined by law solely for the 
purpose of securing due recognition and respect for the rights and 
freedoms of others and of meeting the just requirements of morality, 
public order and the general welfare in a democratic society.

Many other human rights are likewise stated clearly in this remarkable and 
influential human rights document.2

Significantly, by the end of the UDHR’s drafting period, representatives 
of many nations and cultural traditions had examined and vetted it. While 
western human rights concepts greatly influenced the declaration, major 
ethical and communal rights concepts from Asia, the Middle East, Africa, 
and Latin America were significant in shaping its stated principles. For 
example, the Chinese delegate, scholar-diplomat P. C. Chang, imbedded in 
it Asian (especially Confucian) understandings of humanity and human 
rights and duties. Together with other non-westerners, he made the UDHR 
globally relevant in accenting the collective spirit of brotherhood, human 
moral growth, pluralistic tolerance of ideas, the “will of the people” as gov-
ernments’ basis, and community duties balancing individual rights.3 In 
addition, this group accented the right to self-determination of all people, a 
radical view given then pervasive western colonialism and imperialism led 
by elite white men. In the declaration’s radical opening, the stated principles 
are asserted to be

a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, to 
the end that every individual and every organ of society . . . shall strive 
by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and 
freedoms . . . [and] to secure their universal and effective recognition 
and observance, both among the peoples of Member States them-
selves and among the peoples of territories under their jurisdiction.

This “territories” phrase critically referenced imperialistic western colonialism.
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In the era since its adoption, the UDHR has been used in crafting many 
international agreements and has become central to much international 
law. It has been called the “foundational international instrument of the 
human rights movement.”4 Moreover, since 1948, several enacting cove-
nants on economic, social, and political rights have been signed by most 
United Nations members. These provide international support for concrete 
enactment of the UDHR principles. By the 1970s these implementation 
agreements included the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR); this was approved by many countries and, when added to 
the UDHR, created an International Bill of Human Rights.

However, the mostly white male U.S. Senate only ratified this ICCPR in 
1992, and with so many official “reservations” that it is essentially invalid 
for the United States. Despite continuing rhetoric about supporting global 
liberty and democracy, for decades the elite white, mostly male U.S. lead-
ers have openly rejected implementing a number of the important United 
Nations’ human rights covenants within the United States. Periodically, 
too, they have rejected explicit United Nations’ critiques of continuing U.S. 
systemic racism, global economic exploitation, political imperialism, and 
military interventions.

In spite of rejection of full implementation by several western elites, these 
powerful UN rights covenants nonetheless represent major international 
concerns about and human rights responses to, as one human rights group 
puts it, “genocide, oppressive labor practices, the antiapartheid movement, 
national independence movements, liberation movements of colonized 
people, and atrocities committed against civilians” and to the “civil rights 
movement in America, the feminist movement, and the newly empowered 
voices of indigenous groups and landless peasants.”5 Even without substan-
tial U.S. participation, these agreements signal a major pushback by the 
world’s majority of peoples of color to the international and undemocratic 
dominance of the western white elite—and, thus, signal an increasing inter-
national consensus on the human rights and responsibilities necessary for 
truly just and democratic societies in the near future of planet Earth.

Recall that much of the framing of societies like the United States by the 
dominant groups has, for many centuries, defined them in terms of a hier-
archical great chain of being in which those in the dominant class, racial, 
and gender groups routinely have the highest positions and most control 
of valued resources. In our view, a much more important concept today is 
the one signaled in these United Nations’ efforts to expand the concept and 
reality of real human rights. This concept might be called a nonhierarchical 
“great chain of humanity”—full human rights and equitable interconnect-
edness for all of humanity. That new reality is essential to the survival of 
human beings, and indeed of all planetary species and the planet itself.
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A large number of Americans, especially younger Americans, may be 
moving already in the direction of believing in societal expansion of class 
equality and justice, at least in regard to reducing the control of society by 
the “rich and powerful” and corporations, and to make sure government 
provides “equal access to basic necessities and public goods.” In one 2016 
poll of just Democratic Party voters a conservative polling firm explic-
itly defined capitalism for these respondents in the usual conservative 
free-market, no-government-intervention terms. Then they followed up by 
defining socialism as a different political-economic system for those who 
believe “corporations have too much control and that the capitalist system 
is set up to favor the rich and powerful” and who believe that “the only 
way to police corporations and protect the citizens is for the government to 
take a larger role in managing the economy to make sure that every indi-
vidual has equal access to basic necessities and public goods, even if that 
means that some people have to transfer their wealth to others.”6 A majority 
of those who expressed a clear view preferred this democratic socialism. 
About 40 percent preferred this type of democratic control over corporate 
capitalism, as compared with 25 percent who preferred traditional corpo-
rate capitalism (the rest said both, neither, or undecided). In the opinion 
poll the Democratic Party voters 45 years and under preferred this type of 
government control even more strongly (46 percent to 19 percent). Addi-
tionally, 57 percent of these voters agreed that this type of government con-
trol of capitalism approach would have a “positive impact” on societies like 
the United States.

This poll did not include Republicans or independents. Interestingly, 
however, a later poll of Americans of all political persuasions did find that 
over half of younger Americans (18–29 years old) of all political inclina-
tions had a favorable view of socialism, as compared to only a substan-
tial minority (35 percent) of Americans of all ages.7 It seems likely that the 
majority of these younger Americans too were reporting a favorable view of 
what presidential candidate Senator Bernie Sanders was then calling “dem-
ocratic socialism.” A clear majority in both polls had a favorable view of this 
type of socialism, one in which there was substantial government control 
of corporations and “every individual has equal access to basic necessities 
and public goods.” In addition, in other polls much larger percentages of 
black and Latino Americans than of whites have signaled a favorable view 
of this socialism.8 Thus, a great many Americans of all backgrounds, and 
especially younger Americans, seem to be developing a critical recognition 
that oligopolistic capitalism in the United States is very problematical and 
in great need of humanitarian reform.

Internationally, too, there is a widespread recognition of and opposition 
to the exploitation and oppression of the oligopolistic capitalism run by 
western and other elites. As one analyst of capitalistic imperialism, John 
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Smith, has underscored, there are now many worker movements globally 
that are creating “conditions for a rebirth of an international working class 
movement.”9 There are miners’ strikes in South Africa, electronic workers’ 
strikes in China, and textile and garment workers’ strikes from Egypt to Ban-
gladesh to Cambodia. Smith stresses the interconnectedness today of the 
world’s workers. While the workers in these low-wage countries have often 
been the first victims of globalized capitalistic production, many better- 
off workers and their families in western countries have recently faced 
renewed capitalistic austerity and oppression—that is, declining job oppor-
tunities, exploitative workplaces, and declining economic conditions. As a 
result, if the latter are to prosper again they will have to join together with 
the super-exploited workers in other countries to, as Smith puts it meta-
phorically, finally dig “the grave in which to bury capitalism and thereby 
secure the future of human civilization.”10

Let us conclude by underscoring the perceptive analyses of two great 
contemporary scholar-activists working against not only class oppression, 
but also the gender and racial oppression examined throughout this book. 
In the great European scholar-activist Maria Mies’ view, a truly liberated 
society must create “non-exploitative, non-hierarchical, reciprocal relation-
ships between .  .  . people and nature; women and men; different sections 
and classes of one society; different peoples.”11

Certainly, attaining the goals of real liberty, equality, and justice for all 
will require many more coalition-building efforts among the world’s non-
elite peoples. The great African American scholar-activist Angela Davis 
has underscored such efforts in a recent speech on the Occupy movement: 
Activist groups like Occupy today are saying “no to global capitalism” and are 
working hard on “how to incorporate opposition to racism, class exploita-
tion, homophobia, xenophobia, ableism, violence done to the environment 
and transphobia” into organized resistance by the world’s 99 percent major-
ity against the ruling elites. Then she concludes, like many resistance leaders 
over the centuries, that activists for liberatory change will “have to learn 
how to imagine a new world, one where peace is not simply the absence of 
war, but rather, a creative refashioning of global social relations.”12
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