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Ricans, settle in that state? Or will Democrat Puerto Ricans come to neutralize 
the Republican Cubans in statewide elections, including presidential elections, 
considering how Puerto Rican growth in that state between 2000 and 2006 was 
estimated to be approximately 41 percent, while Cuban growth was 27 percent.  
Or will Puerto Ricans in Florida become more Republicans as they settle in political 
jurisdictions dominated by Republican machines? Or will states where no single 
Latino subgroup comes to dominate the demographic or political spectrum, such as 
New Jersey, show the future of Latino politics in the country?

The solution is more research and wider breath of this research. This collection of 
essays is a good example of what can be accomplished. Collaboration and mentorship 
between established scholars and the junior cohort is also necessary. Resources for 
this are required. Will professional organizations such as the American Political 
Science Association contribute? …

notes
1 In 2001, there were 68,000 Latinos with doctoral degrees in any field, a number that 
represented 3.2 percent of the total number of people with doctorates in the United States, 
which highlights further the underrepresentation of Latinos with PhDs in political science 
(Source: Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2001).

America Beyond Black and White: How Immigrants and Fusions are 
Helping US Overcome the Racial Divide 

By Ronald Fernandez
Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2007
285 pages; $29.95 [cloth]

reviewer: Víctor M. Rodríguez, California State University—Long Beach

It is not a coincidence that early social science research in the United States  
was focused on making sense of the dynamics of immigration, race, and culture. 
While America is a nation of immigrants, immigrants have been racialized, eulogized, 
and despised. In Chicago, sociologists like Robert Park developed theoretical models 
that attempted to make sense of the dynamic changes in United States society, 
brought about by the growing numbers of immigrants in their midst. Historically,  
in this country, race, culture, and immigration have walked through overlapping 
paths. Racialization—that social and historical process by which individuals and 
group are assigned a racial identity and status—has hinged on the interrelationship  
of ideas and practices about race, culture, and immigration. 

But today, a color-blind ideology has become dominant, both in the popular culture 
and in legal discourse. Since the 1978 Bakke decision, the high courts of the United 
States have slowly created a legal foundation for the illusion that race and class are  
no longer the core organizing principles of this nation. No legal stone is left unturned, 
and last June 28, 2007, the Supreme Court decided that the voluntary efforts taken  
by school systems in Seattle and Kentucky to desegregate were not protected under  
the 1954 Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board. According to the majority of the 
court, these segregated school systems were not products of state policies but were 
“societally caused” (de facto)—as if the “state” and “society” were independent spheres 
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and federal and state policies had no role in housing segregation, wealth formation,  
and other areas of public life where racial inequality persists. So today, we have achieved 
the longed erasure of race by not allowing, in public discourse, persons to speak about race. 

In 2001, sociologist of education Janet Schoefield, while conducting ethnography in 
a public school, was surprised to find a white student who did not know Martin Luther 
King was African American. Educators in the school had chosen not to highlight 
that this American hero was African American. According to Schoefield, this was the 
dominant ideology about how to address race among educators and administrators.

But despite the pervasiveness of the color-blind ideology, many people are trying 
to make sense of how we can dismantle racialization and racialized thinking. In this 
book, Ronald Fernandez, a sociologist from Central Connecticut State University, 
explores the role and impact of interracial marriages and the multiracial identity 
movement and its potential to challenge, what he calls, the “dichotomy of white 
and black” in the United States. He combines hundreds of interviews he conducted 
with archival research, participant observation, and a keen analysis of the process of 
racialization and its product, the race construct.

One of the strengths that Fernandez brings to this book is that although he is 
a sociologist, he is not a value-neutral scientist who is approaching a subject as a 
detached, unbiased observer. His passion for the topic is clear, and his language 
evinces a kind of jeremiad tone about the contradictions inherent in our racial 
system. His book is dedicated to his grandson, Jacob Morton Fernandez, whom he 
describes as a “fantastic fusion of Colombian, French, Irish, Japanese and Spanish” 
heritages. In some sense, this book is about developing a vision and a strategy for 
creating a world for his grandson. He envisions a world where a multiracial person 
like his grandson will not face the daunting question “What are you?” Fernandez 
understands that the United States is a society where, despite the color-blind 
ideology, race is still dominant and oppressive. But Fernandez, in leading us 
through this journey through the history of race in the United States, is also able 
to remind us of the interconnectedness of immigration, culture, and race. He also 
reminds us of the importance of language, and the need to challenge the reified 
notions we all have about culture.

The United States is in the midst of a demographic transformation unparalleled 
in the last 200 years. Population projections by the U.S. Census indicate that at least 
half (or more) of United States residents by mid-century will trace their ancestral 
origins to Africa, Asia, and Latin America. However, racialized thinking still pervades 
the way people think about race, a way of thinking that Fernandez thinks is not only 
oppressive but also insane. This insanity is derived from the contradictory nature of 
a social construct that has the power to stratify and make societal structures opaque 
and inscrutable. This insanity also extends to the way this nation handles immigrants 
and immigration. The author quotes Senator Durbin’s prescient words during the 
2006 congressional debates on immigration: “America has two great traditions.  
We are a nation of immigrants, and we are a nation intolerant of immigrants.”

In recent years, in ways that hark back to the anti-immigrant scare of the 1920s, 
major voices have written apocalyptic treatises about how immigration will lead to the 
downfall of “America.” From extremist Pat Buchanan, to more establishment voices 
like Samuel Huntington and classics scholar Victor Davis Hanson’s tirade against 
Mexican immigration, the fear that these racialized “others” are eliciting from various 
popular and intellectual sectors has reached a high pitch. The irony is that few of the 
voices have the training or intellectual legitimacy to provide a reasoned understanding 
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of this dilemma. However, Fernandez provides an intriguing perspective that throws 
light, dispels myths, and opens windows into a hopeful future.

Ironically, his key to disentangle the complexity of race in the United States is to 
locate multiracial people, or “fusions” as he calls them, at the center of his project.  
A nation that until 1967 had laws against miscegenation in the majority of the states 
now faces fusions as the battering ram against the rigid racial architecture that the 
white elites built through hundreds of years. The irony could not be sharper; those that 
have transgressed the racial borders are now the potential liberators of the insanity of 
racialized thinking in this country. Fernandez follows the multiracial movement and 
finds a breath of fresh air that can hopefully tell the prophets of doom, “Get over it!” 

He also takes some risks in trying to place some of the anti-racist strategies of 
African Americans, Chicanos, Arab Americans, and Southeast Asians as potentially 
perpetuating the racial architecture of the United States. Since East Indians are not 
considered white (although some are anthropologically classified as Caucasian),  
some are building identities around the Hindu religion to avoid being racialized.  
A similar shift is taking place among some Arab Americans and other Middle Eastern 
people, who, particularly after 9/11, are also constructing new identities not as whites 
but as Muslims. Ironically, in the United States many of the people from this region 
of the world are in fact Christians. In the same way, many people from India are Muslim 
or Christian. While it is difficult to predict where these efforts will take the “dichotomy 
of black and white,” it is clear Fernandez sees some hopeful efforts being made.

But Fernandez’s strongest critique is reserved for some segments of the African-
American community. He cites Bill Cosby’s controversial 2004 address to the 
NAACP as an example of how difficult it is to challenge established ways of thinking. 
The author believes that in order to challenge the black and white dichotomy at the 
basis of the racial construct, it is necessary to transcend certain mental barriers.  
He believes that some forces within the African-American community are in some 
ways responsible for perpetuating the dichotomy. Although African Americans are 
right in challenging whites and whiteness, and especially racial inequality, he argues 
that whites are in a perverse way determining the African American agenda. He says 
there are forces in the Black community that stigmatize African Americans who 
stray from “Black Culture” as betraying the community. In school, African-American 
children who do well in school are labeled as “acting white.” These and other 
dynamics are partially responsible, in his analysis, with many of the socioeconomic 
challenges facing the Black community. He laments that “victimhood,” in his view,  
is the axis of identity for many African-American leaders.

Ronald Fernandez’s effort contrasts with other recent efforts that are less about 
social analysis and more about an optimistic panglossianism, like the one Stephen  
Jay Gould critiqued. One example of the latter is Gregory Rodriguez’s Mongrels, 
Bastards, Orphans, and Vagabonds: Mexican Immigration and the Future of Race in 
America. While Rodriguez focuses on mestizaje, Ronald Fernandez incorporates a 
good understanding of history and the process of racialization in its historical and 
present condition. While Fernandez demonstrates his knowledge about the history 
and theory of the construction and race, Rodriguez does not want to look at a half-
empty glass. While focusing only on “victimhood” might distort the perception and 
the possible strategies to transcend the present condition, ignoring oppression and 
inequality will also lead to a reproduction of the status quo. Analysis and diagnosis 
require the inclusion of all the possible variables. But in order to construct, there is  
a need for a foundation: nothing can be built in a vacuum.

[ 266 ]
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The best analysis provided by Fernandez is of the phenomena of immigration in 
the United States. Ironically, reviewers asked him to include some reference to the 
current debate on immigration that was spurred by Congressman Sensenbrenner’s 
2005 H.R. 4437 immigration bill. He clearly delineates the irrational way that 
immigration is confronted by its detractors. Undocumented immigration has 
always been a part of the way that the United States’ economic system has handled 
labor scarcity. The economy is dependent on immigrant labor for agriculture, 
construction, and manufacturing; all sectors of the economy would collapse without 
the labor of more than 12 million undocumented workers. He points out with strong 
documentation the hypocrisy of the federal government and its agencies responsible 
for addressing immigration “problems.” It is impossible for this country to deport 12 
million workers, yet a state of terror is maintained through agencies like Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE), which engage in tactics that violate human rights. 
The insanity, supported by both political parties, led the United States to spend  
close to 20 billion dollars to construct a fence across the Mexico-U.S. border.  
This fence is unpopular and rejected by the people who live on those border regions. 
But the disconnect between the obsession about the border and the facts on the 
ground is such that, as the Tucson, Arizona, Daily Star editorialized, “Eleven million 
people do not establish themselves as an integral part of a national economy without 
the tacit approval of society as a whole.” A distorted analysis always leads to the 
wrong measures, despite all the focus on the border. According to the Government 
Accountability Office, it may well be that the majority of the “illegal” immigration 
will reach as high as 57 per cent, although this figure might result from visa overstays 
rather than border crossings.

The strengths of this book lie in its contributions to our understanding of the 
contradictory role of immigration in the self-understanding of the United States.  
While other books have touched the subject, it is helpful that Fernandez attempts 
to link it in an important way with the process of racialization and its impact on the 
racial architecture of the United States. However, at times he shifts from a systemic 
understanding to a framework where individual agency is given too much weight.  
This happens when he discusses the liberation vision he ascribes to the growing number 
of fusions in the United States. However, Marx’s old truism, “Men (sic) make history,  
but not under conditions of our own choosing,” still holds today. People continue to makes 
choices in how they reconstruct their identities, but they do not have complete power over 
the outcomes of those processes. In reconstructing themselves they are forced to use 
what is available in the palettes that historical forces have made available to them.

Mary Walters’ work, cited at times by Fernandez, clearly indicates that West 
Indians and Africans, when they assimilate into American culture, also assimilate 
negative and stereotypical images about what a Black person is. These ideas are  
part of a process of internalization that leads young Black men and woman to  
devalue themselves because white society devalues them. When we are socialized, 
especially as children, we don’t have many choices. It is only when there are 
interventions guided by an understanding of the role of racialization in society that 
more choices are added to the palette. We can’t blame a person for being unable  
to paint a colorful portrait if we only gave that person one color in their palette. 
Youth need to be connected to a movement that provides them with some wider 
arrays of choices and models, so that they can discern what racism does to them.  
It is only by understanding how racialization dehumanizes all of us that we can even 
begin to envision how to dismantle the racial dichotomy.

[ 267 ]
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This is true not only for African American; it is also true for Latinos. There is 
ample evidence that the longer Latinos live in the United States the less healthy they 
are, and the more at risk behavior they engage in. While Fernandez points at the risk 
of assimilation of a culture that excludes Latinos, African Americans, and others, 
he fails to diagnose accurately the systemic power the racializing process has and its 
ability to distort our choices. Human agency is important, but it needs to be placed 
in a broader context. Fusions are an important piece of the future demographic 
landscape but still make up only a small portion of it. Stanford University sociologist 
Michael Rosenfeld calculated that only 7 per cent of married couples in the United 
States are interracial. While there is a significant rise, it is still a negligible amount. 
Also, many of such couples’ offspring will be racialized, not as multiracial but as 
Latino, African American, Asian American, etc. Some may be able, because of a 
variety of factors (class, education, skin color, regional racial systems) to choose  
their racial classification, and many will opt for white. Most will make choices  
that, unless this nation confronts face to face the insanity of race and racialization, 
will perpetuate the race construct.

Nuestra Isla y su gente: la construcción del “otro” puertorriqueño  
en Our islands and Their People (Segunda edición). 

By Lanny Thompson
Río Piedras: Centro de Investigaciones Sociales, UPR, 2007
76 pages (plus CD); $18.00 [paper]

reviewer: Déborah Berman Santana, Mills College

Nuestra Isla y su gente: La construcción del “otro” puertorriqueño en Our islands and 
Their People is a short (76 pages) softcover book written by Lanny Thompson, 
and published by the Social Research Center (CIS for its initials in Spanish) of the 
University of Puerto Rico at Río Piedras. Thompson is Professor of Sociology in the 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology at that campus. The book analyzes the 
perspective of the United States towards its recently conquered island territories 
(in this case, Puerto Rico) following the Spanish-American War of 1898, as depicted 
in the photos, drawings, and notes in the classic 1899 two-volume Our Islands and 
Their People as Seen with Camera and Pencil. Thompson’s book may be considered 
to be even shorter than 76 pages, as there are only 33 pages of actual text. The rest 
of the book includes 25 pages of photos reproduced from the original Our Islands 
and Their People, 14 pages of endnotes (106 notes total) and a four-page list of some 
fifty books of photographs and drawing about Puerto Rico, mostly by U.S. authors 
(all titles are in English) and published between 1898 and 1914. Also included is a 
CD containing a digital version of Thompson’s book. While Thompson’s text is 
in Spanish, Cristina Vélez–a student in the graduate program in translation of the 
university–is responsible for the translations into Spanish of the original notes in 
English from Our Islands and Their People. Although Thompson mentions the need 
in Puerto Rican studies for more comparative analyses with the other U.S. island 
colonial possessions (p. 1), there is no discussion or bibliography provided for books 
and articles written about the “other islands” that the United States occupied at the 
same time. All such islands, including Hawai’i, the Philippines, or Cuba, were part of 


