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world. The privileged members may not purposely disad-
vantage others and may not be prejudiced, but the play-
ing field is not level.  The discrimination may be 
completely unintentional (Rothenberg 2015).

Thinking Sociologically
Imagine you run a business that is hiring people. You 
routinely do a criminal background check on appli-
cants and discard the applications of those with a 
criminal record. You have just read this chapter and 
realize that some of that information may be a source 
of unintended side-effect discrimination for a minor-
ity group member. What will you do now? Why?

Past-in-present discrimination refers to practices 
from the past that may no longer be allowed but that con-
tinue to have consequences for people in the present 
(Feagin and Feagin 1986; Verbeek and Penninx 2009). 
Examples of this abound if you dig deep enough. For 
example, in Mississippi, during the 1950s, state expendi-
tures to educate a White child averaged $147 per pupil, 
whereas the average was $34 per Black pupil in segregated 
schools (Luhman and Gilman 1980). Such blatant segre-
gation and inequality in use of tax dollars is no longer 
legal, and this may seem like ancient history. Yet some 
African Americans who were in school in the 1950s and 
1960s are receiving low Social Security checks because 
their earning power was diminished due to their poor 
schooling. One result is that they cannot help pay for their 
grandchildren to go to college. This is not ancient history 
to them; it affects their opportunities and those of their 
children and grandchildren today.

As you can see, then, the great disparity in wealth 
between White and Black Americans described earlier 
relates to the legal discrimination many generations of 
Black Americans experienced in the past. Another reason 
for the great racial disparity in wealth lies in racially dis-
criminatory housing practices common before the Fair 
Housing Act of 1968 and that continue to exist in more 
subtler forms today (e.g., steering Black people toward 
low-income minority neighborhoods, not showing them 
as many housing options as Whites home seekers, and 
offering them subprime loans even when they qualify for 
better, conventional loans). These practices allowed more 
Whites than Blacks to buy homes and to pass down the 
wealth invested in their homes to their children. It also 
made it (and continues to make it) more likely for Whites 
than Blacks to invest in homes that will appreciate in 
value, as those in stable, middle-class neighborhoods tend 
to do (“Ending the Cycle” 2015; Leonhardt 2015). Even 

today, Blacks with middle-class incomes are more likely 
than middle-class Whites and Asian Americans to live in 
low-income neighborhoods, and those homes do not grow 
in value over time, so net worth does not grow (Reardon, 
Fox, and Townsend 2015). In order to gain a good, afford-
able (not a subprime) loan for a house, you need to have 
accumulated enough wealth for a down payment. 
Research on one community in New Jersey has demon-
strated that there are huge benefits to Whites, Blacks, and 
the entire community when desegregation is imple-
mented (“Ending the Cycle” 2015; Massey et al. 2013).

Children who live in low-income neighborhoods tend 
to have relatively few life chances. Those raised in low-
income neighborhoods with poor schools, high crime 
rates, and fewer two-parent families have less chance of 
moving up in social class in their lifetimes than other chil-
dren (Chetty and Hendren 2015). Therefore, it is past-in-
present and contemporary discrimination that leads to 
relatively high percentages of middle-income Black fami-
lies raising their children in low-income neighborhoods 
and perpetuates racial inequality (Leonhardt 2015).

With a sociological eye, it is easy to see how events 
from the past continue to echo into our current times, cre-
ating barriers for some citizens and clear paths for others. 
The next “Engaging Sociology” feature explores how dis-
crimination can occur at different levels and in intentional 
or unintentional ways.

This sign was posted directly opposite the Sojourner Truth homes, 
a U.S. federal housing project constructed in Detroit, Michigan, 
after World War II. A riot was caused by White neighbors’ attempts 
to prevent Black tenants from moving in. Note the use of flags as 
a symbol indicating that only Whites are real Americans—African 
Americans do not belong.
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