
12 March -  April  2003

Right  Now

with fierce controversy about the practice.

The National Association of Black Social

Workers, composed largely of child-wel-

fare o∞cials, has opposed interracial adop-

tion for more than three decades, asserting

that black children “belong” with black

parents. “Some say that children in cross-

racial adoptions don’t have a good sense of

their racial identity,” Kennedy says. “Tell

me: what, exactly, is a ‘good sense’ of racial

identity? That race means a lot to them?

That they have a preference for people of

their own color? What of those who say,

‘My racial identity is human?’”

Parentless children, Kennedy argues,

“ought to be placed in the hands of adults

who want to raise them—as quickly as

possible, without regard to race.” He

challenges “ideologues who suggest that

racially homogeneous families are prefer-

able to racially diverse families. What’s

wrong with the rainbow family? Why

not see it as an opportunity? ‘I look

di≠erent from you’—that’s a chance to

talk about all sorts of things. What about

white families whose children have eyes

of a different color from their parents?

We don’t attach a lot of significance to

eye color, the way we do with skin.”

Yet Kennedy is neutral on the question

of amalgamation—the view, advanced by

many, including historian Will Durant

and Harvard’s Beneficial professor of law,

Charles Fried, that biological intermin-

gling will eventually dissolve the race

problem. “I’m not a biological determin-

ist,” Kennedy declares. “If, in 50 years

time, most whites still marry other

whites and most blacks still marry other

blacks, can we still have a racially decent

society? Sure!”

The topic of interracial intimacies also
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Censuring the Census

T
he 1890 U.S. census asked blacks to identify their sta-
tus as “mulattoes,” “quadroons,” or “octoroons.” Such
categories have been used historically to discriminate
against particular groups—the number of “quadroons”
and “octoroons,” for example,

could be used to support the argu-
ment that intermarriage degraded
both white and black stock and
hence was bad for both races.Today,
however, many minorities believe
that a separate census tally works to
their advantage for congressional re-
districting and affirmative action.
Thus, even though the archaic, pseu-
doscientific language is gone from
the census forms, racial categoriza-
tions still loom large in the census.

The eight-question short form of
the 2000 census, sent to all house-
holds, offered as racial options
“White,” “Black, African-Am., or Negro,” “American Indian or
Alaska Native,” or one of 11 separate Asian or Pacific Island
groups. Another question asked if respondents were “Span-
ish/Hispanic/Latino” and if so, to sort themselves as “Mexican,
Mexican Am., Chicano,” Puerto Rican, Cuban, or other.

Professor of education and sociology emeritus Nathan
Glazer terms the amount of space devoted to race and His-
panicity on the census short form “ridiculous.” Last fall, in The
Public Interest, Glazer declared that the census form was “mised-
ucating” the American people about the importance of race. In
the census, he says, race and ethnicity “appear to be more im-
portant than how educated Americans are, whether they are
foreign-born, or whether they voted in the last election.”

Only blacks should be able to identify themselves by race,
according to Glazer; he explains that, unlike other
minorities, African Americans did not come to this country
by choice and historically have intermarried less than other
groups. He recommends a second question asking for the
birthplaces of respondents, their parents, and perhaps their
grandparents—and that would be it for the category of race.
Glazer argues that the United States is, and should be, a
melting pot that assimilates immigrant groups, so that by the

third generation, intermarriage
and social mobility will render
one’s race largely symbolic.

The current elaborate race
questions, he contends, reflect po-
litical lobbying by the various eth-
nic groups themselves. In 1970,
for example, President Nixon
bowed to pressure from the U.S.
Interagency Committee on Mexi-
can-American Affairs and ordered
the “Hispanic” category added to
the census form—which was al-
ready at the printer’s. Immigrants
from India, he says, were initially
classified as white, but Indian

leaders pushed to be identified as Asian, thinking this would
bring affirmative-action benefits.

“There’s a lot of illusion there,” Glazer explains.“There’s the
notion that the more of you there are, in some way, it’s going
to be better for you. Either you’ll get more distribution from
the federal government—which doesn’t really work out that
way—or politicians will take you more seriously. So ethnic
groups tend to inflate their numbers.The fact is, there is no
distribution of federal funds on the basis of ethnic-group size.”
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