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D eBrun was a well-liked African American college 
student, actively involved in extracurricular 
activities. Like many college students, he enjoyed 

both alcohol consumption on weekends and the outra-
geous things that happened when people were inebriated. 
However, DeBrun’s anger, normally kept in check, tended 
to surface when he was drunk. One weekend, some racial 
slurs were thrown around at a party, and when one of the 
perpetrators pushed DeBrun too far—including a sucker 
punch—DeBrun exploded in a fury of violence. No one 
died, but there were some serious injuries—the worst 
inflicted by the muscular DeBrun—and at one point, a 
knife was pulled. DeBrun was expelled from the university, 
and felony charges were leveled against him. Because 
there had been a weapon—one that did not belong to 
DeBrun but at one point ended up in his hand—the uni-
versity president would not consider readmission. The 
local White prosecutor, who saw a powerfully built young 
Black man with tattoos and dreadlocks, assumed that this 
campus leader was a “thug” and insisted on the most 
severe felony charges and penalties.

DeBrun, who had no previous encounters with law 
enforcement, ended up with a felony record and 2 years in 
prison. Because of both state and federal laws, the felony 
charges meant that he no longer qualified for federal 
financial aid. As his family had very few resources, his 
hopes for a college degree were crushed. As a convicted 
felon, he would not be able to vote in many states for the 
rest of his life, his future employment prospects were 
greatly diminished, and his family’s hopes that he would 
be their first college graduate were crushed. The president 
of the college was not a bigot, but the professors who knew 
DeBrun well were convinced that neither his expulsion, 
nor his arrest, nor his conviction as a serious felon would 
have occurred had he been White.

This recent incident represents a way that African 
American males can experience a different United States of 

America than middle-class White males. The cause is not 
necessarily personal bigotry by people in power. 
Differential treatment and harmful actions against minor-
ities can sometimes occur at individual and small-group 
levels but are particularly problematic at the meso or insti-
tutional level. In any case, life in the United States can be 
very different for people whose skin tone is dark.

In a recent study, sociologists interviewed Black and 
White schoolchildren, whose ages ranged from 11 to 14, 
and asked them, “What would happen if an alien entered 
your room at night and turned you into a Black [or White] 
child?” The majority (65%) of the White children and an 
overwhelming majority (93%) of the Black children 
thought their lives would be different if their race changed 
(Risman and Banerjee 2013).

What do you think? Would your life change if your race 
changed? Imagine that you were given the opportunity to 
choose your own racial and ethnic background. What 
would you do? Why? How do you think your life would be 
different if you chose a different racial and ethnic back-
ground? In this chapter, we explore racial and ethnic strat-
ification. In doing so, we look at related issues, such as the 
social construction of race, prejudice, racism, and dis-
crimination. Some are micro-level issues, whereas others 
are best addressed at the meso and macro levels.

WHAT CHARACTERIZES 
RACIAL AND ETHNIC 
GROUPS?
In this section, we consider the characteristics of racial 
and ethnic groups and their positions within the stratifi-
cation system. Minority groups differ from other groups 
in some characteristics and are subject to less power, 
fewer privileges, and discrimination. Like all minority 

  THINK ABOUT IT

Micro: Local community  Why do people in the local community categorize “others” into racial or ethnic groups?

Meso: National 
institutions, complex 

organizations, and ethnic 
groups

 How might your education, religion, politics, economics, and health experiences differ 
depending on your ethnicity?

Macro: National and 
global systems

 Why are minority group members in most countries economically poorer than 
dominant group members? In what ways might ethnicity or race shape international 
negotiations and global problem solving?


