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and complex. Over the history of the United States, the 
racial classifications on the Census have changed many 
times.

Thinking Sociologically
Go to www.census.gov/population/race/data/MREAD_ 
1790_2010.html where you will find a timeline of  
U.S. Census racial and ethnic categories. List at least 
two changes among the many throughout the his-
tory of the United States, and then, describe some 
social forces behind those changes. How does this 
timeline provide evidence that racial categories are 
social constructions?

The Continuing Significance of Race.  The civil 
rights legislation of the 1960s that prohibited racial dis-
crimination in voting, housing, and employment has 
helped diminish discrimination. Unfortunately, though, 
racial discrimination still exists, and the combination of 
the impact of past and present discrimination has led to 
disparities in wealth and income among Black, Hispanic, 
and White Americans. As Tables 8.1 and 8.2 make clear, 
income levels for Blacks, Hispanics, and Whites, even when 
controlling for education level, are still quite disparate.  

A clear racial economic hierarchy exists, with White 
Americans on the top and other racial groups below.

Not only do race and ethnicity impact income, regard-
less of educational level, but Black Americans are more 
likely than Whites to be unemployed at every level of edu-
cational achievement. Table 8.3 displays the differences.

Differences in wealth (one’s income, property, and 
total assets) by race are even more stark. As Figure 8.2 
indicates, in the United States, Whites have 13 times the 
wealth of Blacks and 10 times the wealth of Hispanics. In 
2013, the median White family had $142,000 in wealth, 
compared with $11,000 for the median Black family 
(Kochhar and Fry 2014).

This hierarchy is due to current as well as past discrim-
ination. For example, in one well-known study, Black, 
White, and Hispanic applicants (of similar age, similar 
physical appearance, and the same level of educational 
attainment and qualifications) responded to help wanted 
ads for jobs in the low-wage sector in New York City. The 
results showed that Whites received a callback about the 
position or job offer 31% of the time compared with 25.2% 
for Hispanics and 15.2% for Blacks. Other studies reveal 
that among equally qualified job candidates, those with 

Table 8.1  Race or Ethnicity and Family Income

Asian White Black Hispanic

Median family annual income $74,297 $60,256 $35,398 $42,491

Percentage under $15,000 8.7 10.4 22.4 14.6

Percentage above $100,000 19.1 28.0 12.8 14.7

Source: DeNavas-Walt and Proctor (2015).

Table 8.2  Mean Annual Earnings by Educational Level and Race/Ethnicity

Education White Annual Black Annual Hispanic Annual

Not a high school graduate $25,636 $22,880 $24,232

High school graduate $36,192 $30,108 $30,940

Some college, no degree $41,132 $33,124 $35,828

College graduate $50,180 $46,540 $48,724

Advanced degree $72,280 $59,748 $64,220

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015).


