
r i g h t  n o w

¿ q u e  p a s a ?

Unraveling “Racial Threat”

R
iding the train to work every 
day in Chicago, Ryan Enos began 
to notice an intriguing pattern: at 
a certain downtown station, all the 

African-American riders seemed to get off 
just as Caucasian riders climbed aboard. “It 
was like a meeting of two worlds, where 
you could feel this palpable tension between 

two communities that otherwise are strictly 
segregated from each other, but occasionally 
come into close proximity,” he says.

Now an assistant professor of govern-
ment, Enos at the time was teaching high 
school in the historically poor and almost 
entirely African-American neighborhood 
of Englewood. The experience of moving 

between two worlds and thinking about 
how that reality was an overwhelming 
presence in people’s lives, shaping ev-
erything from the way they view others 
to their own political views, led Enos to 
pursue the study of “racial threat”—how 
people react with uncertainty to those of 
a different race—in graduate school and 
his subsequent professional career. In his 
most recent paper, “What the Demolition 
of Public Housing Teaches Us About the 
Impact of Racial Threat on Political Be-
havior,” he explores how individuals’ poli-
tics are affected by the context in which 
they live. 

Between 2000 and 2004, Enos and a 
group of Harvard graduate students 
studied a public-housing reconstruction 
project in Chicago that caused  the dis-
placement of more than 25,000 African 
Americans, many of whom had previously 
lived in close proximity to white voters. 
After the African Americans moved out 
of the voting district, a startling effect 
became apparent: the white voters’ turn-
out dropped by 12 to 15 percentage points, 
leading Enos and his team to believe that 
white residents’ previously higher levels of 

of hiring writers to seed the Web with 
comments supporting a specific view on 
controversial topics. Posts from commen-
tators whose contributions are limited to 
a single topic, such as gun rights, might be 
read with particular skepticism.)

Few sites currently share that kind of 
history. Donath has been exploring ways 
to allow websites to represent users with 
“data portraits” that make it “possible to 
see years of activity in a single glance.” In 
The Social Machine, she writes, “Data por-
traits…can help members of a community 
keep track of who the other participants 
are, showing the roles they play and creat-
ing a concise representation of the things 
they have said and done.” She continues, 
“Communities flourish when their mem-
bers have stable identities,” and the pro-
tection of a pseudonym may free users to 
debate controversial topics more fully. 

In the early days of online communities 
in the 1980s and ’90s, idealistic writers 
praised these forums for untethering us-
ers from their physical bodies. They envi-
sioned spaces where people could know 
each other not by their gender, age, or eth-
nicity, but by the words they wrote and 
the ideas they shared. “If you had a history 
of saying very smart, intelligent things, 
people would give a lot of credence to 
what you said,” Donath says. “If you had 
a history of being annoying, they would 
start to ignore you.” In the end, the real-
ity was more complex: users became frus-
trated when people misrepresented them-
selves, and disposable e-mail accounts 
allowed people to generate spam or hate 
speech. In reaction, sites such as Facebook 
emerged to link Internet activity with a 
person’s real-world life and name. Adver-
tisers welcomed this effort to consolidate 

all of a person’s information for marketing 
purposes. 

Donath is hopeful that establishing con-
ventions such as the use of pseudonyms 
will provide “this amazing opportunity 
to develop online spaces that are truly 
different from what we can make hap-
pen face-to-face.” (The Internet, she says, 
could provide new options for difficult ne-
gotiations, for example.) One of her goals 
is to help readers recognize possibilities 
between real names and online anonym-
ity. She believes pseudonyms could pro-
vide more information, not less. “We can 
simultaneously have a rich impression of 
others and privacy,” Donath says. “They’re 
not [mutually] exclusive.” 

verin o’donnell

judith donath web page:
http://vivatropolis.org/judith 

When researchers  
placed Spanish-speaking riders 

on a Boston-area commuter-rail 
train, xenophobic attitudes first  

increased, then decreased.
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civic engagement were in large part caused 
by feelings of racial threat.

“That’s a lot of people. Political parties 
work really hard to try and turn out two 
or three percentage points of people—this 
is a 15 percentage point drop, so it’s a huge 
swing in who votes and who doesn’t,” Enos 
notes. “What it looks like…[is that] when 
[whites] were living next to these black 
neighbors, they were ‘racially threatened.’ 
The presence of these African Americans 
was affecting their psychology in some way 
and causing them to vote in a certain way.”

After dividing voters by race, Enos and his 
team measured how far they lived from the 
demolished housing projects and then esti-
mated voting patterns, using a method called 
ecological inference (the process of using ag-
gregate data to draw conclusions about indi-
vidual-level behavior) developed by Weath-
erhead University Professor Gary King. 

Enos found that the way people voted 
changed according to their proximity to 
housing projects: whites who lived nearby 
were voting for Republicans at a higher 
rate than whites living in other areas. “After 
those projects came down, they all voted 
Republican at the same rate,” Enos adds. “It 
looked like the presence of those housing 
projects caused them to vote Republican.” 

Drawing on his Chicago experience, 
Enos has submitted for publication a re-
port on an experiment in which two native 
Spanish-speakers were randomly inserted, 
for a period of days, into the daily routines 
of mostly white passengers on Greater 
Boston’s commuter rail system. Surveying 
people on the train platforms about their 
views on immigration policy both before 
and after they were exposed to the Span-

ish-speakers, he found a significant rise in 
exclusionary attitudes among those inter-
viewed. “The people riding the train were 
much more likely to say things like ‘We 
should restrict immigration from Mexico’ 
or ‘We should send the children of undoc-
umented immigrants back to Mexico’ after 
they were exposed to the Spanish speak-
ers,” Enos reports. “This indicates that this 
feeling of racial threat is causing them to 
become sharply exclusionary.”

He notes, however, that the initial re-
sponse to this racial threat eventually gave 
way to more tolerant racial attitudes. Af-
ter 10 working days, the team went back 
and re-interviewed the same passengers, 
and found their stances on immigration 
policy had become more liberal. “What’s 
really good about public transportation is 
it exposes people to people, and they have 
this opportunity get to know each other, 
like you do when you enter grade school,” 
he says. “While there is clearly this initial 
threat, it can lead to improved attitudes 
over time.” 

Overall, Enos adds, the point of this re-
search is to start a national conversation on 
a topic that is often ignored. “It raises the 
main question of how do we respond to 
other groups?” he says. “It’s important for 
Western societies, especially now, because 
we’re becoming more and more diverse and 
we want to know how that affects things 
like our politics and how well we’re going 
to function as a society.” vlaura levis

 
ryan enos e-mail:
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w i r i n g  m a t t e r s

Was the Human  
Brain Unleashed?

C
ompare humans to other mam-
mals and a distinguishing feature 
stands out: our large, cavernous 
craniums, and the densely folded 

brains stuffed into them. The human brain 
is more than triple the size of the brain of 

chimpanzees, our closest relatives. In partic-
ular, it’s the cerebral cortex—the wrinkled 
outer layer of the brain—that sets us apart. 
Whales and elephants also have big brains, 
but they can’t match our cortex in the sheer 
number of neurons and billions of connec-
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