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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
Colored by Context:

Relative Racial Salience (RRS) and the Politics of Mixed-Race Americans

by

Gregory John Leslie
Doctor of Philosophy in Political Science
University of California, Los Angeles, 2022

Professor David O. Sears, Chair

The purpose of this dissertation is to introduce and test a new theoretical framework for
explaining and predicting the political behavior of mixed-race individuals I call relative racial
salience (RRS). Relative racial salience is defined as the relative salience of one of the racial
groups within a mixed-race individual’s heritage, as compared to the other, within a given social
context. Through the RRS framework | argue that racial group boundaries are relatively
permeable for mixed-race individuals, meaning they can avail themselves of the different racial
identities in their heritage as they vary contextually in fit and accessibility. In the first section, |
draw from an unprecedented wealth of new and independently crafted datasets to demonstrate
that racial context is indeed a basal component in the construction and expression of mixed-race
individuals’ racial identity choices, partisanship, political attitudes, and candidate evaluations. In
the second section, | use voter files to introduce a unique model of causal assessment that

substantiates the likely causal effect of racial context on Biracials’ partisanship. In the third and



final empirical section, | leverage ensemble machine learning categorization which takes into
account every single variable available in my two largest datasets (800+ variables) to provide the
most comprehensive empirical portrait of the general political characteristics of mixed-race
individuals to date. In doing so, | demonstrate that Latino-Whites and Asian-Whites are actually
more similar to Whites than they are to their single-race minority counterparts (Latinos and
Asians, respectively), while Blacks-Whites remain resolute in their resemblance of Blacks. |
comport these findings as evidence that the continuation of current demographic trends is likely
to lead to fading boundaries between Latinos, Asians, and Whites, and the reification of the
racial group boundary separating Blacks from all others as the most salient color line in the

United States.
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Chapter 1:
Introduction

There are several good reasons why writing a dissertation on the politics of mixed-race
Americans is both warranted and timely. First to mention—and perhaps requisite of any project
of this sort—is that one cannot help but notice that the only two racial minorities elected to our
highest political offices, Barack Obama and Kamala Harris, are both the children of interracial
parentage. Barack Obama was famously elected as the first Black president in 2008 and is well
known to be the child of one White mother from Kansas and an African father from Kenya
(Obama, 1995). Kamala Harris was elected to the executive branch as Vice President in 2020
and is also well known to be the child of a Black immigrant father from Jamacia and a mother
who emigrated from India (Harris, 2019) Interestingly, individuals with interracial parentage,
despite only comprising a minority of all Blacks, are the only two racial minorities to have been
elected to our highest offices. Evidently, the quality of having mixed-race heritage has found
itself to have important implications for the study of politics at the elite level.

However, what | am going to try and convince you of in this dissertation is that mixed-
race individuals are not only important to the study of politics at the elite level. Rather, at the
mass level mixed-race individuals today already account for a fairly large proportion of the
American electorate. For example, for the second decade in a row the two-or-more race
population has been shown by the census to be the fastest growing demographic group in the
United States (U.S. Census, 2020). To be sure, the census in 2020 provides a fairly small
estimate of just 2.9% for the proportion of mixed-race individuals within the entire population.
However, it is no secret among social scientists that the ways that the census measures race and

racial identity are not always up to the standards of how we perceive racial categorization in the



real world. One illustrative example of this problem is that only for the first time in 2020 did the
decennial census finally not include the word “Negro” as akin to Black and African American
when measuring racial identification (Brown, 2013). However, the census’ major departure from
social scientific norms in measuring race is that they continue to comport Latino as an ethnicity
rather than as a racial group, which majorly distorts the proportion of individuals who are
traditionally considered mixed-race by scholars of race today.

Indeed, the recent Nationscape study from 2020—one of the largest political science
surveys in history—has determined that if you measure mixed-racedness in terms of individuals
who acknowledge having two parents from different racial groups, the modern proportion of
mixed-race Americans is actually 13.3%. Moreover, 13.3% as demonstrated from Nationscape is
representative only of the 18 years and older population, and it is well known that children are
exceedingly more likely have mixed-racial parentage than adults (Census, 2020). Indeed,
demographers map out an exploding mixed-race population in America, with some estimates
predicting that as many as one in five Americans will be mixed-race by the year 2050, and one in
three by 2100 (Lee & Bean, 2012). Regardless of how you measure it, mixed-race individuals
represent a major proportion of the electorate today, an even larger proportion tomorrow, and are
highly important to our understanding at the mass level of our political world.

From a theoretical standpoint, the study of mixed-race individuals is also very interesting
in terms of the challenges they pose—and therefore, the opportunities they present—with regard
to prevailing wisdom about nature of race and racial identity, and the roles they play in
impacting American politics. Indeed, the conceptualizing of race in the United States is
changing. As a consequence social scientists are charged with expanding our theories of race of

to better account for how individuals with membership in multiple racial groups construct and



express their politics. For example, while extant research on the effects of geographic context
and demographic change have almost exclusively taken racial ingroup membership as given
(Bobo & Gillam, 1990; Enos, 2017; Fraga, 2018 White & Laird, 2020), it is currently unknown
how these forces operate among individuals who have plausible membership in two or more
racial groups. By exploring questions like these, my dissertation seeks to update and expand
prevailing theories of race to meet the challenges of the 21% Century.

Finally, while political science is only beginning to provide empirical accounts of how
mixed-race individuals reconcile their dual-racial group membership and come to express their
political selves, | have identified a missing focus of existing research which I argue is perhaps
the single most important force for understanding mixed-race political behavior: racial context.
While preceding works have set a tremendous foundation for understanding mixed-race political
behavior and have touched upon the subject of racial context at various times (Hochschild et al.,
2012; Masuoka, 2017; Davenport, 2018), | assert that racial context plays a much more central
role than has previously been considered, and do so by introducing a new framework for
understanding the role of racial context I call relative racial salience (RRS). As a consequence,
my dissertation offers a detailed theoretical and empirical account of how racial context informs
mixed-race political behavior, and | demonstrate plainly, and with astounding consistency, that
racial context is indeed a basal component in mixed-race individuals’ construction and

expression of racial identity, partisanship, attitudes, and candidate evaluations.

Background, Terms, and Definitions
Before moving forward, it is important to define some of the important terms | will use.

First, while scholars have predominantly used the word Multiracial to describe the target group



of my dissertation, my opinion is that the word “Multiracial” has come to have diffuse popular
meanings. For example, the word Multiracial has at times been used in a manner akin to “racially
diverse” in that it is used to describe the quality of including individuals from multiple different
racial groups (e.g. describing a context with single-race Blacks, single-race Latinos, and single-
race Asians as multiracial or multi-racial). Second, the term Multiracial in my opinion is too
closely conflated with the way the census identifies their so called two-or-more-race
population—specifically as only those who choose two or more racial labels to describe their
own racial identification. While relying on the labels individuals use to describe their own racial
identities is of course paramount and should be unambiguously respected in the real world,
incorporating this definition into the study of mixed-race individuals is a bit more complicated
given that these individuals have the propensity to change the ways they racially identify at
different times and in different contexts, and tend to do so quite often (Harris & Sims, 2002;
Doyle & Kao, 2007; Liebler et al., 2017 Agadjanian, 2021).

The term I use to describe my target population is “mixed-race” and it denotes the
population of all individuals who have or acknowledge two or more racial group heritages
among their parents. Moreover, I use the term “Biracial” quite often, which specifically denotes
individuals who acknowledge two specific racial groups pairings among their parents. For
example, Black-White Biracials are individuals who have indicated in some manner previously
that they have either one Black mother and one White father, or one White mother and one Black
father. Moreover, it may be helpful to note here that the main subjects of this dissertation will be
three Biracial subgroups, specifically Black-Whites, Latino-Whites, and Asian-Whites.

Finally, to add one final layer of complexity, | often use the terms nominal and activated

in conjunction with the terms mixed-race or Biracial to differentiate between the two most



common methods in which mixed-racedness is identified. First, someone who is nominally
mixed-race or Biracial is someone who may or may not identify personally with two or more
groups, but who has previously indicated or in some manner disclosed that they have parents
from at least two different racial groups as conceptualized today (e.g. Blacks, Latinos, Asians, or
Whites). Also note that the term “nominal™ as used here is a borrowing from Kanchan Chandra’s
(2012) definition of ethnic group membership in that it denotes an individual who has plausible
membership in an ethnic or racial group through shared ancestry, though they might not actively
identify with that group. Oppositely, I use the terms active or activated to denote individuals who
actively identify with two or more groups. Explicitly, activated mixed-race or Biracial
individuals are those who simultaneously identify with two or more racial groups in terms of
their own, personal labels of racial self-identification. It should be stated that throughout this
dissertation | spend the overwhelming majority of my focus on the larger group of nominal
Biracial individuals—again, those who have indicated that they have two biological parents from
different racial groups. However, in chapter three | explore why some nominal Biracials choose
to identify personally with only one of the racial groups in their heritage, or with both (activated

Biracials).

The Relative Racial Salience (RRS) Framework for Understanding Mixed-Race Political
Behavior

The theoretical contribution made by this dissertation is to introduce a concept | call
Relative Racial Salience (RRS). RRS is a framework for explaining and predicting mixed-race
political behavior which places racial context at its center. Specifically, relative racial salience is

defined as the relative salience of one of the racial groups within a Biracial individuals’ heritage,



as compared to the other, within a given social context. RRS asserts that racial context will be a
central component to the construction and expression of mixed-race individuals’ racial identities,
partisanship, political attitudes, and candidate evaluations.

The RRS framework asserts that racial context will influence Biracials’ racial identities
and politics through two distinct processes. First, in a set of mechanisms | refer to as the
psychological or social identity theory process of RRS, context works by influencing the
racialized lens through which mixed-race individuals perceive and evaluate their political world.
Specifically, mixed-race individuals should evaluate politics through the cognitive and affective
lens of the racial group from their heritage which is relatively most salient within their social
context. Second, in a set of mechanisms | refer to as the socialization process of RRS, racial
context should affect both the content and frequency of the racialized experiences mixed-race
individuals encounter, the information they are exposed to, as well as the social and political
values they are likely to inherit along the way.

This first process of the RRS framework is most neatly explained via social identity
theory. Just as for single-race individuals, mixed-race individuals desire a positive social
identity, and therefore desire membership in the social group they perceive to be of the highest
value (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). However, access to different social groups may be constrained by
the degree to which one possesses or can attain the prototypical characteristics of that group. If
an individual in one group perceives another group to be of higher value, and group boundaries
are sufficiently permeable, they will engage in a process of social mobility where they exit one
group and enter another. Finally, to connect this process to political attitudes specifically, and as
asserted by self-categorization theory, as an individual attains membership in a group or while

they are seeking membership they begin to adopt the attitudes and behaviors prototypical of that



group via the process of depersonalization (Turner et al., 1987). Moreover, many of the basic
tenets of self-categorization theory reconcile quite well with my characterization of RRS,
especially in their framing of group membership as quite labile, meaning different racial group
identities can be “switched” on or off as they vary in salience.

Next, the second process of RRS asserts that context works to impact mixed-race
individuals’ politics through several mechanisms associated with socialization. As described by
Herbert Hyman, one of the originators of the theory of political socialization, “foremost among
agencies of socialization into politics is the family” (Hyman, 1959). Through political
socialization, parents and other close individuals transmit racial values and partisan dispositions
to their children through direct curing, indirect cueing, and via the social milieu (Dalton, 1982).
Moreover, and consistent with the impressionable-years hypothesis, RRS holds that the mixed-
race individuals are most susceptible to socialization forces during adolescence or early
adulthood (Osborne et al., 2011). However, what differentiates mixed-race individuals from
single-race individuals is that mixed-race folk in general tend to have both more varied racial
contexts than do single-race individuals, as well as more access to varied racial group
memberships in those varied spaces than do single-race individuals. Indeed, the key tenet of RRS
is that racial group boundaries for mixed-race individuals are permeable than they are for single-
race individuals, which allows for varied racial group memberships in different contexts (more
on this in just a moment).

Another way that mixed-race individuals’ socialization experiences may differ from those
of single-race individuals is in their propensity to experience cross pressuring. Cross pressuring
can be described as when an individual receives conflicting or opposing cues on important

social, political, or racial topics from their primary socialization agents—typically parents or



close relatives (Jennings & Niemi, 1968; Jennings et al., 2009). Indeed, evidence suggests that
mixed-race individuals should be more likely to experience cross pressuring than single-race
individuals. For instance, studies describe that families, both White and minority, engage in
ethnic-racial socialization where they transmit values that are racial group specific for the
purposes of instilling racial or ethnic pride and enhancing self-esteem (Hughes, Watford, & Del
Toro, 2016). Moreover, studies also describe that mixed-race individuals are exposed to widely
divergent and conflicting political and racial views as a function of having diverse family
relatives (Root, 1992; Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2007). Additionally, scholars posit that as a
consequence of cross pressuring individuals become more likely to acquire the attitudes
prototypical of socialization agents outside of the home, such as friends, neighbors, teachers, or
coworkers. In this way, mixed-race individuals, in response to racial and political cross
pressuring, might be highly likely to look to the racial group most salient in their social space as
the reference group from which their own political thinking departs.

To illustrate this point, consider a hypothetical individual who is Biracial by way of
having a White mother and a Black father. This Biracial individual may go and visit the Black
side of their family on the Sunday night following the murder of George Floyd. During this visit
they might hear broadly from their Black grandmother and relatives about how terrible and sad it
is that another Black life was taken at the hands of the police, and how inspiring it is to witness
the civil activism represented by the Black Lives Matter movement and their peaceful protests.
However, this same Biracial individual may go visit their White grandmother on Tuesday, only
to hear about how terrible it is that so many looters and rioters are disgracing what it means to be

American. Indeed, these types of highly divergent racial and political cues are shown to be quite



common among mixed-race individuals given their exposure to diverse racial contexts (Does et
al., 2022; Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2007).

Next, | had asserted previously that the key component of the RRS framework is the that
racial group boundaries for mixed-race individuals are more permeable than they are for single-
race individuals. Specifically, I have highlighted three general reasons that mixed-are individuals
possess enhanced permeability compared their single-race counterparts. First, mixed-race
individuals are more likely to wield dual-racial capital than single-race individuals, meaning
they are more likely to accrue shared racialized experiences and cultural competencies from the
different racial groups in their heritage. Dual racial capital most basely denotes the fact that
mixed-race individuals possess links to two or more racial groups through their ancestral or
genetic lineage, which provides them with authentic connections that substantiate their
membership in different racial groups. Moreover, mixed-race individuals are also likely to
possess a wide cache of racialized experiences with the different racial groups in their heritage
(Sanchez et al., 2009), such as having participated as a chambelan at their cousin’s quinceafiera,
or having learned to make miso soup with their aunt back in Japan. These caches of racial capital
are important because mixed-race individuals can draw upon them situationally to provide bona
fides for their racial group membership and to ingratiate sameness.

Secondly, mixed-race individuals are likely to have more permeable racial group
boundaries than single-race individuals because over the course of their lives they are more
likely than single-race individuals to develop dual-racial affect. Specifically, mixed-race
individuals are likely to develop positive affective dispositions to the two or more racial groups

in their heritage through the development of primary group? relationships with the members of

! The concept of primary group relationships is a borrowing from sociologist Charles Horton Cooley (1955), which
regards relationships with others that are “personal, informal, intimate, and usually face-to-face, and which involves
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their component racial groups (Sanchez et al., 2009). Of course, not all mixed-race individuals
are likely to develop positive affective dispositions for each of the racial groups in their
heritage—indeed some may develop antipathy toward certain groups in response to significant
experiences of otherization, or they may develop sufficiently positive dispositions toward one
group such that they all but disregard ties to their other racial group heritage(s). Still, previous
studies in general demonstrate that mixed-race individuals have a propensity for acquiring at
least some positive emotional feelings toward the racial groups in their heritage (Root, 1992;
Rockguemore & Brunsma, 2007; Hong et al., 2016). These positive dispositions can be primed
in different social contexts which causes them to spill over into and affect mixed-race individuals
political attitudes and behaviors (Sears, 1984; Tesler, 2016).

Finally, the third reason in which mixed-race individuals should have more permeable
racial group boundaries than single-race individuals is because of the relative ambiguous nature
of their visual appearances. Indeed, the key word here is “relative” because mixed-race heritage
is by no means perfectly indicative of having what might be considered a racially ambiguous
appearance (nor is having a single heritage indicative of a racially prototypical appearance).
However, extant research does demonstrate that mixed-race individuals often possess physical
and phenotypic characteristics from the different racial groups in their heritage (Pauker et al.,
2018). Moreover, studies show that pictures of mixed-race individuals tend to generate
inconsistent racial categorization from external perceives (Ho et al., 2011; Chen & Hamilton,
2012; Pauker et al., 2009), while pictures of single-race individuals do not. Lastly, perhaps the
best evidence that mixed-race individuals are more likely than single-race individuals to have

racial ambiguous physical appearances is the scores of qualitative evidence documenting the

the entire personality, not just a segmentalized part of it.” This concept well characterizes the types of relationships
that do the work of influencing multiracials’ politics.
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phenomenon among mixed-race individuals where they are asked, “So, what are you?” (Tran et
al., 2016). As a consequence, mixed-race individuals on average have a bit more leeway than
single-race individuals in terms of the racial group memberships they can assert and have be
accepted by others which makes their racial group boundaries more permeable than are single-
race individuals’.

Lastly, these two processes of RRS are not meant to be seen as mutually or sequentially
exclusive from one another. In fact, they are theorized to work hand in hand. For example, the
psychological process of RRS described above via social identity theory is intended to be
thought of the most basic set of mechanisms though they are played out most often through long
term racial and political socialization. By this, | mean that it is typically through variation in the
contextual preponderance of one of the racial groups from a mixed-race individual’s heritage
within their social context that psychologically “switches on” one of their racial group identities,
which in turn colors the way mixed-race individuals act, the types of people they hang out with
and the spaces they go to, as well as the ways that they perceive those experiences throughout the
life cycle. On the other hand, the degree that mixed-race individuals’ membership in one racial
group or the other(s) is reinforced through socialization experiences throughout the life cycle
should in fact moderate their responsiveness to racial context variation via the psychosocial
process of RRS. For example, individuals who receive socialization experiences that predispose
them well to both of the racial groups in their heritage should be highly responsive to even short-
term variation in their racial context as it relates to their political attitudes and behavior.
However, if an individual’s socialization experiences strongly reinforce membership in only one
their racial groups, then that individual is unlikely to be responsive to short-term variation in the

salience of the different racial groups in their heritage.
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Data

To explore and test the RRS framework, | rely on an unprecedented wealth of new and
independently crafted data. Indeed, since the study of mixed-race politics has been heavily
curtailed by limited access to data, the creation and arrangement of many of the datasets | use
constitute one of the major contributions of this dissertation. For example, over the past few
years | have been fortunate to collaborate with UCLA’s 2020 Nationscape and the 2020
Collaborative Multiracial Post-Election Survey (CMPS) projects in order to include items on
these surveys measuring parent race so that mixed-race participants can be identified. These
efforts resulted in the first large-scale, modern portraits of the politics of mixed-race individuals
using nationally-representative samples and as such are a major reason this dissertation is
possible and mixed-race political behavior can be illuminated.

Second, I constructed the first datasets which identify Biracials using official voting
records. Specifically, | applied a unique matching algorithm to the North Carolina and Florida
voter files which uses last name, race, gender, age, and address variables to identify racially
intermarried family units and Biracial voters. Given my idiosyncratic comportment of these
files—specifically the young age of voters and information about the party affiliations and vote
histories of their parents—I am able to offer, in chapter five, a new method for stress testing the
causal relationship between racial context and outcomes which relies on the conditional
independence framework. Moreover, given access to voters’ addresses | was able geocode over
five million voters’ houses S0 that racial context and socioeconomic variables could be appended
from the census at geographic clusters as granular as the block and tract levels. Ultimately, these

voter files allow me to test many of the assumptions of the RRS framework and to demonstrate
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that context is indeed a highly potent predictor of Biracials’ real-world behavior, and not just
their responses to survey items.

All told, I rely on an robust repository of five datasets: the 2015 Pew Survey of
Multiracial Adults, the 2020 Nationscape, the 2020 Collaborative Multiracial Post-Election
Study, the North Carolina Statewide Voter File (NCVF), and the Florida Statewide Voter File
(FVF) to test the RRS framework. In addition to these publicly available datasets, | also fielded
and present the results of an online survey experiment which was designed to mimic the
experience of traversing varied racial contexts in order to test some of the causal mechanisms
asserted by RRS.

Armed with the near universe of usable survey data? on this subject (e.g. datasets that
have sufficiently large samples of mixed-race individuals and information relevant to context and
politics) my first empirical goal is to show plainly whether or not evidence exists which supports
the expectations of RRS. Specifically, in chapters three and four | use regression models which
test whether racial context is significantly correlated with the identity choices, partisanship,
attitudes, and candidate evaluations of the three Biracial subgroups which are the subjects of this
project: Black-Whites, Latino-Whites, and Asian-Whites. Moreover, throughout chapters three
and four I do not pick and choose which survey results to present, rather | present the results of
each and every dataset in which analyses involving each outcome category are possible in order
to provide a transparent and completely informed portrait of the true, observed relationship

between context and Biracials’ politics. Then, in chapter five I use the voter file data and my

2 The only other datasets | am aware of which might also be usable for this type of analysis are The Freshmen
Survey (2000-2003) and the Cooperative Election Studies (CES; formerly the CCES). Specifically, I chose not to
include The Freshmen Survey because, while this data has been highly beneficial to the study of mixed-race politics
in the past, it is limited to only college going and aged individuals, it is now fairly old having been collected 20
years ago, and it does not contain any information on partisanship or political candidates. Moreover, | chose not to
include the CES because it does not measure mixed-race heritage in a manner consistent with all of the other surveys
I use.
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survey experiment to interrogate the causal chain involved in the RRS framework. Finally, in
chapter six | put it all together by using every single available variable from the two largest
datasets at my disposal to show comprehensively what the politics of mixed-race Americans are

and how they compare to those of their single-race counterparts.

Chapter Previews

The proceeding chapters as summarized as follows:

Chapter two presents a detailed literature review of research works relevant to the theory
of relative racial salience. Here | catalogue relevant literature on mixed-racedness, primarily as it
stems from sociology, psychology, and political science. The specific topics I review are political
socialization, symbolic politics theory, social identity theory, self-categorization theory, group
consciousness, linked fate, social visions, and a roundup of recent advances in mixed-race
studies.

Chapter three is the first empirical chapter and the first part of a two-chapter section
which plainly examines whether or not evidence exists of RRS among Biracials political
characteristics. Specifically, chapter three explores whether or not variation in racial context is
systematically correlated with Biracials identity choices and partisanship through the 2015 Pew
Survey of Multiracial Adults, Nationscape, the Collaborative Multiracial Post-Election Survey,
and the North Carolina and Florida Voter Files. Over this course of this chapter, | demonstrate
with remarkable consistency that Biracials do tend to be more likely to identify singularly with
the racial group from their heritage as it increases numerically within their racial space. Using
the Pew dataset | display how independent agents of socialization—friends, neighbors, and

family—work separately to predict the identity choices of Biracials.
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In terms of partisanship, in chapter three | show that Biracials are much more likely to be
Democratic in social contexts that are dominated by members of their minority racial group
counterparts than they are in White contexts. Moreover, Biracials’ propensity to identify as
Democrats (or Republicans) tends to statistically approximate the exact propensities of the racial
group most salient in their social context, which provides robust evidence of the assertion made
by the RRS framework in that Biracials are essentially adopting the attitudes prototypical of the
group most salient in their space. While evidence of RRS is highly consistent among both Black-
Whites and Latino-Whites, evidence suggests that Asian-Whites may be unique. Specifically,
Asian-Whites have some propensity to be pushed in the opposite direction in terms of their
identity choices when in highly Asian spaces (i.e. Asian-Whites are less likely to identify as
Asian in highly Asian spaces as opposed to White spaces), though this defection is only present
in a one of my tests.

Chapter four presents the second half of the analysis which explores the existence of
RRS. Here, | use Pew, Nationscape, and the CMPS, since the voter files do not allow for the
study of political attitudes or candidate evaluations. First, I demonstrate that, consistent with
RRS, Biracials tend to adopt much more racially liberal political attitudes in social contexts
dominated by their racial minority group counterparts. Conversely, they are much more
conservative, and typically as racially conservative as are single-race Whites, when their social
context is predominantly White. Chapter four also explores how Biracials’ attitudes toward
prominent political figures vary across racial context. Again, with remarkable consistency,
Biracials tend to adopt the same levels of support for prominent political figures as is

characteristic of the racial group most numerous in their social context.
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Chapter five interrogates the degree to which racial context can exert a causal influence
on political outcomes for Biracials, as well as provides a deeper analysis into the causal chain
associated with RRS. First, I present the results of double robust estimation with machine
learning models using my idiosyncratic sample of Biracials from the voter files. The design
leverages a conditional independence framework to stress test my observational evidence in
order to substantiate the likely causal effect of racial context on partisanship for Biracials. These
models are demonstrated to work consistently for both Black-Whites and Latino-Whites, but data
is less robust for Asian-Whites’ partisanship.

Next, chapter five also presents the results of an online survey experiment which explores
1) whether or not variation in the salience of different racial groups exerts a causal force on
Biracials’ feelings about their racial identity and political attitudes, and 2) whether identity
mediates the effect of context on attitudes, as is theorized by the RRS framework. The evidence
shows that the treatment mimicking the effect of variation in racial context does in fact cause
variation in identity choice, identity centrality, linked fate, and various racialized attitudes and
policies. All of these results work in the theorized direction of RRS, and appear to be driven by
increases in the salience of Biracials’ White racial group counterparts, rather than their minority
racial group. Moreover, Biracials’ feelings about their racial identity, specifically the degree to
which they feel being Black is central to their overall identity, mediates the relationship between
priming White racial group context and racialized attitudes.

In chapter six, | depart from an investigation of the RRS framework and instead engage
in analyses exploring how Biracials in general compare to their single-race counterparts in terms
of their political attitudes and behavior. Specifically, | engage in ensemble machine learning

categorization tasks which are able to take into account the entirety of the CMPS (500+

16



covariates) and Nationscape datasets to paint incredibly comprehensive and generalizable
portraits of how Biracial groups compare to their single-race counterparts in terms of their
overall political characteristics. Results show that Black-White Biracials are much more similar
to single-race Blacks than to Whites, while Latino-Whites and Asian-Whites are more similar to
Whites than to their minority groups (Latinos and Asians, respectively). These results indicate a
blurring racial group boundary between non-Blacks and Whites, and the reification of the

boundary between Blacks and all others as the most salient color line in the United States.
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Chapter 2:
Literature Review
Political Socialization

Just as for single-race individuals, the basis for the development of racial and political
predispositions for Multiracials can be traced back to the home. Hyman (1959) describes that up
until the mid-20™ century, the existence of political orientations and norms of participation had
been treated as an abrupt artifact of adult life. His book is the first to synthesize a cohesive
theory of political socialization with the premise that, “Foremost among agencies of socialization
into politics is the family” (Hyman, 1959). Citing several smaller scale survey studies of high
schools and colleges, he presents evidence that individuals’ political attitudes, party affiliations,
and participatory patterns develop substantially throughout adolescence and early adulthood, and
preeminently through the transmission of values from parent to child.

Though the evidence presented by Hyman (1959) was limited by small, non-
representative samples and issues of endogeneity, a surprising amount of its theoretical
arguments still hold water in modern political science. Chief among these findings are that
partisan affiliation seems to be transmitted from parent to child at a rate much higher than
ideology, attitudes, or participation norms. They find that the correlation between children’s
partisan preferences and their parent’s is as high as .9, as compared to a correlation of
approximately .5 for other political attitudes. Moreover, Hyman asserted that intra-family
dynamics were also meaningful for the transmission of political values from parent to child. He
provides evidence of an additive effect of parental agreement and participation such that children
show a greater likelihood of inheriting a political orientation when both their mother and father

agree on that orientation. Children are even more likely to inherit their parents values when their
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parents are more active in politics. More participation in political and civic organizations and
voting provides more opportunities for parents to display their political values and to provide
cues to their children about their political leanings.

Hyman (1959) also alludes to two factors of political socialization that have particular
importance for Multiracials. As he assesses the relationship between the politics of parents and
their children at different age levels, he comes to the conclusion that the influence of parents
wanes overtime as children leave the home and encounter diverse life experiences. As the
influence of parents wanes, the influence of schools, peers, friends, co-workers, and spouses
become more critical. Hyman acknowledges that when children leave the home, alternative
agencies of socialization which are essentially different socio-economic, political and racial
contexts become more influential in determining a person’s politics. He finds that children whose
parents are Democrats become more likely to become independent as they move socially upward
and gain wealthier friends and colleagues as their new political reference groups. Similarly,
students who migrated from the Democratic South to the North become more likely to become
Republican (during a pre realignment period). Children, especially those whose parents have
disagreeing political orientations, become more responsive to contextual cues as they leave the
household. An interesting question arises here as to whether or not Multiracials, whose parents
come from diverging racial backgrounds, might be especially open and reactive to contextual
changes as they grow older and encounter different political spaces and experiences.

Jennings and Niemi’s (1968) article represents the next major contribution to political
socialization literature. This study benefits from the 1965 University of Michigan study which
interviewed both high school seniors and their parents, resulting in a total sample size of 1927

parent-child pairs. Ultimately, they corroborate Hyman’s findings that party affiliation is nicely
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passed down from parent to child. Theoretically, they elaborate on why party affiliation seems to
transmit so consistently from parent to child by arguing that objects which are more central to the
individual will transmit more easily than others. Correspondingly, they find that attitudes toward
racial issues (given that these interviews took place at the height of the civil rights movement)
are much more likely to be transmitted from the parent to the child than less salient issues like
school prayer or attitudes toward communists. They describe that membership in different social
groups also may increase the centrality of certain issues such that they transmit more readily.

Again, echoing Hyman (1959), Jennings and Niemi (1968) find that values transmit more
readily from parent to child when the parents agree on those values and when they are highly
active in politics. Parents provide information about their political preferences to their children
through direct conversations and indirectly through inadvertent cue giving while they participate
in politics. In the absence of cue giving, or when parents disagree on a particular topic,
ambiguity and instability arises for the child that leads them to seek information elsewhere in
order to form a political opinion. Again, these early political socialization literatures hint at an
important implication for Multiracials—that the competing socialization processes taking place
by virtue of exposure to difference reference or racial groups may create ambiguity or less stable
preferences. For example, it could follow logically that a Latino-White Biracial might be
transmitted opposing attitude cues from their Latino reference group and their White reference
group, which lead them to be less stable and more ambiguous on certain attitudes, and thus more
responsive to alternative agencies of socialization, such as differences in context.

In subsequent decades, questions arose as to whether or not the findings from Jennings
and Niemi (1968) were due to unique generational properties of the politically charged 1960s. As

a follow up to their 1965 study, Jennings, Stoker, and Bowers (2009) re-interviewed the original
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respondents in three additional waves (1973, 1982, and 1997) and interviewed the children of the
respondents who were high school seniors in 1965. Overall, they find that their original findings
hold up well as the transmission of political values from parent to child operated quite similarly
in the 80s and 90s as it did in 1965. Again, they provide evidence that objects with high
centrality like partisanship and racial attitudes transmit very well, and that more participation
among parents is correlated with better transmission rates to children.

After Jennings and Niemi (1968), the next major contribution to socialization literature is
likely Dalton’s (1982) article which posits that there are in fact two major pathways through
which the political socialization process takes place. First, Dalton describes the ‘attitudinal
pathway’ which is similar to the socialization pathway theorized by Hyman (1959) and Jennings
and Niemi (1968) in that parents transfer values to their children directly through interpersonal
interactions. Through this pathway, deeply-rooted, core beliefs such as partisanship and racial
attitudes are learned early on and are persistent and resistant to resocialization throughout the life
cycle. Second, and Dalton’s major contribution, he argues that a ‘social-milieu pathway’ exists
where parents transmit certain social characteristics such as social class, race, religion, and
region which serve as reference groups that individuals draw from as they develop their political
selves (see also Dawson & Prewitt, 1969; Verba & Almond, 1963).

As of today, it has been well corroborated that an individuals’ partisanship and racial
attitudes are tightly linked to those of their parents (Alwin, Cohen, & Newcomb, 1991; Dinas,
2014a, 2014b; Franklin & Jackson, 1983; Glass, Bengtson, & Dunham, 1986; Jennings, 2007,
Jennings, Markus, Niemi, & Stoker, 2005; Krosnick & Alwin, 1989; Levy, Sears, Huddy, &
Jervis, 2003; Niemi & Jennings, 1991; Sears & Funk, 1999; Stoker & Bass, 2011; Tedin, 1974;

Westholm, 1999). By the 1990s, political socialization literature had turned its attention toward
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investigating theories presented earlier about what effect different agencies of socialization have
on individuals at different stages throughout the life cycle. One theory presented was the
‘increasing persistence hypothesis’ which proposed that people are highly responsive to
socialization when they are young, but become gradually less and less flexible to contextual
influence as they age (Glenn, 1969; Jennings & Niemi, 1981; Markus, 1979; Sears, 1981). In this
view, as individuals age they become increasingly focused on their own immediate selves and
are less concerned with receiving new information (Gergen & Back, 1966; Glenn, 1969) and
overtime they stack their social and professional circles with like-minded individuals to reinforce
and stabilize existing attitudes (Newcomb, 1967).

Another theory of socialization throughout the life-cycle, and the one most evidentially
corroborated, is the ‘impressionable years hypothesis’. The impressionable years hypothesis
argues that individuals are responsive to socialization in adolescence and early-adulthood but
become substantially less flexible immediately afterwards (Cutler, 1974; Easton & Dennis, 1969;
Hess, 1967; Sears, 1983) rather than gradually as the persistence hypothesis holds. Jennings and
Niemi characterize this theory nicely (1991, also see Beck & Jennings, 1975). This work draws
upon the first three waves of the longitudinal survey mentioned above from Jennings, Stoker and
Bowers (2009) which interviewed high school seniors and their parents in 1965, with follow ups
in 1973 and 1982. They find that the relationship between the partisanship of the parents and that
of the child is initially quite high when students are in late adolescence (correlation coefficient of
.61) but drops precipitously when re-interviewed 8 years later when they are in early adulthood
(.38) and remains stable up to mid-adulthood (.38). Here we observe that parents seem to be the
primary socialization agents up until the end of adolescence. And, as theorized by earlier

literature (Hyman 1959, Jennings and Niemi 1968, Dalton 1982), once children leave the home
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they gain new experiences and encounter new references groups which impact their politics up
until the end of early adulthood.

Similarly, Alwin, Cohen, and Newcomb (1991) use data from interviews of women who
enrolled in Bennington College in the 1930s and 1940s and who were reinterviewed at several
intervals over the next 50 years. Their results show that women who came from conservative
families exhibited a remarkable propensity to liberalize while attending Bennington College, a
change they attribute to the highly liberal social context at the university. 50 years, later, these
same women who had been socialized into conservatism by their parents until late adolescence
had acquiesced to their liberal social context in early adulthood, and those attitudes persisted for
decades into their mid-adult and elderly years. While parents play the primary role up until the
end of adolescence, social contextual agents such as peers, friends, teachers, and coworkers seem
to take over and dominate the socialization process until it largely stabilizes in one’s late
twenties.

In the last 30 years, numerous studies have provided further evidence of this
impressionable years hypothesis, especially as it pertains to partisanship and racial attitudes.
Krosnick and Alwin (1989) use panel data form the National Election Study to directly compete
the persistence hypothesis against the impressionable years hypothesis. They find no evidence
that responsiveness to socialization decreases gradually past the age of 33. Sears and Funk
(1999) similarly use the Terman Longintudinal Study to demonstrate that partisan attitudes are
highly stable (correlation coefficient of .65) over a 37-year span. They also find that racial
predispositions toward Blacks inherited early in life during the 1940s became increasingly

correlated with partisanship and ideology when measured in the 1970s. They attribute this
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finding to the priming of latent racial predispositions as they became more salient during the
civil rights era.

Though this traditional socialization literature consistently finds strong correlations
between parent and child political orientations, authors have been generally forthcoming about
the possibility of endogeneity within the parent-child transmission process. To address this
limitation, scholars have incorporated studies involving genetic tests to shed light on the specific
causal mechanisms and directions involved in the socialization process. Numerous studies
actually find that one of the most critical pathways through which parents transmit political
attitudes and participation norms to their children is through their genetics (Eaves, et al., 2008;
Cesarini et al., 2014; Alford et al., 2008). Cesarini et al. (2014) collected data on voter turnout
for children who were given up for adoption, their biological parents with whom they’ve had no
contact, and their adoptive parents. They find that genetic factors account for an equal amount of
the variation associated with predicting voter turnout as does socialization and environmental
factors. Some studies even suggest that the influence of genetics outweighs the traditional
attitudinal pathway theory which posits that parents transmit politics to children directly through
cues and interpersonal interactions (Eaves, Hatemi, Prom-Womley, & Murrelle, 2008). Still,
these studies acknowledge that social context plays a considerable role in socializing individuals’
political beliefs, especially after leaving the home, and most studies find that partisan orientation,
apart from attitudes, remains mostly transmitted directly through parental cues and other non-
genetic socializing agents (Alford, Funk, & Hibbing, 2008; Hatemi et al., 2009).

Apart from partisanship and political attitudes in general, socialization literature also
accounts for specific values and practices that are passed from parent to child as a function of

ethnic and racial heritages. Hughes et al. (2016) describes how families, both White and
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minority, engage in multiple forms of ethnic-racial socialization where they transmit values that
are racial group specific for the purposes of instilling racial or ethnic pride, inculcating resilience
in the face of discrimination, or instilling an individualist approach (as is more often the case
with Whites). Single-race minority parents are known to engage in cultural socialization when
they expose their children to, “culturally relevant books, artifacts, music, and stories; celebrating
cultural holidays; eating ethnic foods; and encouraging children to use their family’s native
language.” This is thought to enhance self-esteem and teach children about racial barriers or bias
they may encounter in life. On the other hand, single-race White parents are known to transmit
values to their children which downplay racial difference, instead offering a more individualist or
color-blind approach. Since race specific values are known to be transmitted to children by their
parents, there are likely important implications to the fact that Multiracial children will likely be
exposed to values from multiple races and ethnic groups. As a result, Multiracials may be able to
draw upon these multiple racial group values as they construct their racial identities and express
political opinions. Alternatively, the downplaying of racial identity among White parents
coupled with the transmission of racial specific cues from the minority parent might might again
lead to the types of ambiguous or unstable preferences posited by early socialization scholars,
and make context all the more important for tipping the scales.
Symbolic Politics Theory

Building on political socialization literature, scholarly work on symbolic politics theory
offers a more precise explanation of the process that takes place when children inherit values
from their parents and incorporate them into their identities and politics. Symbolic politics
theory holds that people acquire stable affective responses to political symbols early in life from

their parents, larger social context, and world events, and these symbolic predispositions persist
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into adult life (Sears, 1983, 1984; Sears, Huddy, & Schaffer, 1986; Sears, Lau, Tyler, & Allen,
1980). Political symbols are objects to which we assign emotional or affective valences and
which have political implications. For example, the confederate flag may arouse cold feelings
and negativity from individuals who view it as a racist relic of the past, or it may inspire positive
affect for children whose grandparents warmly recounted their days fighting for states’ rights
during the Civil War. Groups are also important political symbols. Children largely inherit their
affective relationships toward groups like communists or Blacks as political symbols, and these
symbolic predispositions have substantial consequences on political attitudes and behavior
throughout their lives.

If a political object is associated with a certain political symbol, then an individual’s
symbolic predisposition is primed such that one’s affect toward the symbol is transferred onto
the object, thus influencing evaluations of that object (Lorge & Curtiss, 1936; Osgood &
Tannenbaum, 1955). This process is thought to be relatively unthinking and reflexive rather than
through a cognitively taxing cost and benefit analysis (Sears & Funk, 1990). Additionally,
symbolic predispositions are distinguished from other affective relationships in that that are 1)
highly stable over the course of one’s life, 2) yield consistent responses over time, and, 3) are
very influential in determining evaluations of attitudes and other objects.

Several studies detail how symbolic predispositions toward racial groups have an
immense influence on individuals’ political attitudes and that these effects remain highly stable
over the course of one’s life. Using the 1972 Center for Political Studies election data, Sears,
Hensler and Speer (1979) show that symbolic predispositions toward Blacks and Whites wielded
a stronger effect on attitudes toward integrated school busing and presidential vote choice than

did measurements of self-interest. Similarly, Sears, Lau, Tyler and Allen (1980) show that
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symbolic predispositions toward political parties, race, and ideology had stronger effects on a
multitude of attitudes such as unemployment, national health insurance, busing, and law and
order than did self-interest. In a more recent study, scholars found that Barack Obama’s
candidacy in 2008 made race exceptionally salient such that preexisting racial predispositions
played an unusually strong role in determining vote choice during the 2008 presidential primary
and general elections (Tesler & Sears, 2010).

One study which explores the symbolic politics process well and which provides causal
evidence for its mechanisms is Tesler’s (2012) article on what he calls the ‘spillover of
racialization.” Using survey experimental data, Tesler randomly assigned respondents to either a
neutral condition, a condition where healthcare is framed as associated with Bill Clinton, and a
condition where healthcare is framed as associated with Barack Obama. For respondents who
received the Barack Obama treatment, preexisting racial predispositions played a much larger
role in determining their evaluations of health care policy than did those from the non-racial
treatment groups. This provides strong evidence of the transfer of affect component of symbolic
politics theory (Lorge and Curtiss 1936, Osgood and Tannenbaum 1955), where individuals’
symbolic predispositions strongly color their ratings of associated political objects.

Symbolic politics theory of the development of predispositions has substantial
implications for Multiracials. Broadly speaking, single-race Whites are more likely to inherit
warmer affective relationships to Whites as a political symbol and less warm feelings toward
Blacks, while single-race Blacks develop warmer feelings toward their minority reference group.
Since these predispositions are developed early in life and majorly as a function of one’s parents
and context, it is interesting to consider what the consequences might be for Biracials who are

exposed to multiple racial groups. As noted above, socialization literature posits an additive
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effect whereby children who have parents that agree on a political value are more likely to inherit
that value (Hyman 1959, Jennings and Niemi 1968, Jennings, Stoker, and Bowers 2009).
Alternately, children whose parents provide conflicting cues develop ambiguous orientations that
are more responsive to other contextual agents of socialization, such as peers, neighbors, and co-
workers in early adulthood. Consequently, it is probable that Multiracials will grow up wielding
positive symbolic predispositions to multiple racial groups. When it comes time to make
decisions about personal racial identity labels or racially charged political issues, predispositions
inherited from parents of different racial groups may compete, leaving an ambiguous orientation
that has to rely more heavily on social context or other socializing agents. Moreover, since
symbolic prepositions come into play in political thinking when they are primed, the possession
of positive affect toward multiple racial groups may make Multiracials particularly responsive to
variation in social context or primes such as advertisements that make one racial group more
salient than another. While this process might play out in numerous ways, there is ample
reasoning to expect that context plays an especially important role in the symbolic politics
process for Multiracials.

Surely, there are constraints on the above reasoning. | am not positing that Multiracials
always inherit equally balanced affective relationships to the different racial groups in their
heritage. It is certainly true of some Multiracial families that one parent is more dominant than
the other, or that both parents could agree to transmit racial values prototypical of only one racial
group despite Multiracial heritage. What | am suggesting is that Multiracials are more likely than
single-race individuals to have opportunities to engage in interpersonal contact with and inherit
affective predispositions from individuals from multiple racial groups, which gives them a higher

propensity to have positive affect for multiple racial groups and potentially more balanced
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predispositions. This is a function of Biracials having parents from two racial backgrounds,
interactions with relatives from both sides of their racial group heritages, and residing in spaces
that tend to be highly racially diverse. Of particular importance is that Biracials are exposed to
parents and close family members from multiple racial groups as these intimate relationships
tend to carry more warmth and weight as they facilitate the development and transfer of positive
affect®.

Given exposure to multiple racial groups, the development of predispositions and the
process through which they influence identity decisions and political attitudes should play out in
a few discernable scenarios. First, Biracials may, through the various socializing agents present
in their childhood and adolescence, develop much more positive affect toward one of their racial
groups heritages than the other(s). Though a child may be mixed race, they may live in a single
parent household, or exist in a community that is heavily populated by only one of their racial
poles. Moreover, even parents who are of different races may choose to place more value and
esteem in one identity in lieu of the other out of their own personal preferences or institutional
constraints. Studies of children with one Latino and one White parent have found that sometimes
they emphasize a color-blind approach to their children or even encourage them to identify
singularly as White so as to facilitate assimilation (Does et al., 2021). Similarly, Black-White
families have traditionally engaged in cultural socialization which prepares their children for
entering the world as a Black person, as deemed by traditional rules of hypodescent (Davis,

2010), and they may even demonize Whites. In this case, symbolic politics should play out quite

3 The concept of primary group relationships is a borrowing from sociologist Charles Horton Cooley, which regards relationships with others that
are “personal, informal, intimate, and usually face-to-face, and which involves the entire personality, not just a segmentalized part of it.” This
concept well characterizes the type of friendship and familial relationships we think do the work of providing Multiracials with the credibility
needed for accessing multiple groups.
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similarly for Multiracials as it does for single-race individuals, in that their preference for one
racial group will largely determine their political choices whenever they become salient.

The second scenario that could play out would be one where Multiracials develop either
none or little affect toward any of the racial groups in their heritage at all. Psychology literature
has documented that some Multiracials who experience exclusion and discrimination from both
sides of their racial heritages sometimes adopt a de-essentialized view of race as a coping
mechanism (Gelman, 2004; Pauker, Xu, Williams, & Biddle, 2016; Shih, Wilton, Does,
Goodale, & Sanchez, 2019). Multiracials who have existed in contexts where they are denied
acceptance by multiple racial groups, or who live in a space where racial group stratification is
less salient altogether (Pauker, Carpinella, Lick, Sanchez, & Johnson, 2018), might downplay or
completely dismiss the importance of race. With little emotional connection to these racial
groups, they may be quite unreactive or even oppositional to racial group primes as they pertain
to politics.

The third, and most likely scenario, is that Multiracials develop at least some degree of
positive affect for each of the racial groups in their heritages. Theorizing affective capacities as a
non-zero sum game, Multiracials may develop only somewhat warm feelings toward both of the
groups in their heritage, strong positive feelings toward one and mild feelings for the other(s), or
even intensely positive predispositions toward both of the racial groups in their heritage. In this
scenario, at least the minimum amount of positive affect for each racial group is present such that
Multiracials can draw upon them independently or together when primed. As long as affect
toward one racial group does not completely outcompete the other, Multiracials in this scenario
should be exhibit a propensity to think through different affective lenses at different times

whenever one racial group is primed or made more salient than the other. The two main political
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implications of this scenario are that 1) the feelings of racial identity and political attitudes of
Multiracials, who again are more likely than single-race individuals to develop positive affect
toward multiple racial groups, can be traced back to their parental and social contexts until mid-
adulthood, and 2) primes that make one racial group more salient than the other, such as
immediate racial context, should become increasingly influential as one’s affect toward both of
the racial groups in their heritage becomes more balanced, such that resting predispositions
toward one racial groups does not heavily outweigh the other.

Social Identity Theory

Political socialization and symbolic politics literatures provide the theoretical reasoning
needed to begin explain how Multiracial develop early orientations toward politics and racial
identity. To better flesh out the psychological mechanisms through which these early
predispositions interact with context, and to some extent, visual appearance, to produce political
outcomes, this review turns to social identity theory.

Social identity theory presents a parsimonious set of mechanisms that are helpful for
explaining when, how, and why Multiracials draw upon their multiple racial group memberships
as it pertains to politics. Social identity theory began as an opposition to scholars of ‘realistic
group conflict theory’ who had long argued that the source of intergroup conflict was real
material competition over scarce or perceived to be scarce resources (Campbell, 1965; Diab,
1970; Sherif, 1966; Sherif & Sherif, 1953). Henry Tajfel pushed back against this argument and
proposed that the minimum requirement for intergroup conflict is actually purely cognitive rather
than based in economic or material competition. In an experiment he arbitrarily assigned
adolescent boys to different groups and found that this minimal feature of arbitrary group

assignment led to ingroup favoritism and outgroup derogation (Tajfel, 1970). This is now
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referred to as the minimal group paradigm, and scores of studies have since replicated its results
and more deeply investigated its nature.

In their seminal article, Tajfel and Turner (1979) outline the base tenets and assumptions
of social identity theory. In their view, individuals stratify themselves into multiple social
identities based on salient cleavages such as class, race, gender, and other characteristics in order
to better make sense of our complex world. Their base argument is that individuals desire a
positive social identity derived from membership in the social group they perceive is of the
highest status for the purpose of enhancing or maintaining self-esteem (Tajfel 1975; Tajfel and
Turner, 1979; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). This desire for a positive
social identity, rather than for pure economic or material gain, is theorized to the central source
of intergroup conflict. Societies are stratified into higherarchical structures such that some
groups are afforded more value or esteem than others. The criteria by which inidividuals evaluate
and compare the benefits of membership in different groups is highly subjective and context
dependent. The value of a social identity varies across situations, cultures, even individuals
(Brewer, 1991; Brewer & Roccas, 2001; Leonardelli, Pickett, & Brewer, 2010; J. C. Turner et
al., 1987). As a consequence, individuals engage in social comparison where they attempt to
maximize the prestige of their social group. Individuals and groups are constantly jockeying for
positive distinctiveness such that they and others can evaluate their social group more favorably
than other related social groups.

Of particular relevence for Multiracials are social identity theory’s assumptions about the
types of behavior individuals engage in if they perceive that their group is evaluated lower than
other releveant outgroups. Tajfel and Turner (1979) noted that individuals who believe they are

members of an undesirable social group engage in two distinct forms of behavior: social
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creativity and social mobility. Social creativity is described as a process where individuals
attempt to increase the prestige of their group by shifting the focus of evaluation to a dimension
in which their group performs comparatively well. Alternatively, people may simply swap out
the group to which they compare negatively for a different outgroup they perceive as less
challenging. Social mobility on the other hand takes place on the individual level where, under
specific circumstances, people will opt to abandon one social identity and seek to gain
membership in a social group perceived as more favorable. However, an individual’s decision or
ability to adopt a strategy of either social creativity or social mobiltiy depends on an incredibly
important factor: whether or not the boundaries of the social groups at play are permeable or
impermeable.

Tajfel and Turner (1979) acknowledge that numerous factors determine whether or not a
social identities can be accessed by an individual. First, an individual must personally identify
with a given social identity, and second, others in that group must acknowledge that
membership. The degree to which one can personally identify and be recognized as a member of
a group is moderated by whether or not group boundaries are permeable. Moreover, permeability
in part determines whether an individual in a perceived lowly valued group will opt for a strategy
of social creativity or social mobility. Permeability is simply described as the possibility that an
individual can enter or exit a group (Ellemers, 1993; Haslam & Turner, 1992; Huddy, 2001,
2002; A. L. Mummendey, Klink, Mielke, Wenzel, & Blanz, 1999; Tajfel and Turner, 1979;
Turner et al., 1987). Permeability can be constrained if the characteristics associated with that
group are physically or materially unattainable (Haslam et al. 2000), or if the individual lacks the
ability to develop those characteristics (Tajfel 1975, Mummendey et al. 1999). If an individual

perceives that their social group is undesirable, and if access to other groups is constrained by
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impermeable boundaries, they will opt for social creativity and attempt to boost their group’s
posture. On the other hand, if one is in an undesirable group but the permeability of their initial
group’s and the desired outgroup’s boundaries are sufficiently unconstrained, then an individual
will choose social mobility and transgress group boundaries into the more desirable one
(Ellemers, 1993; Jackson, Sullivan, Harnish, & Hodge, 1996; A. L. Mummendey et al., 1999;
Wright, Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990).

Using a laboratory experiment, Jackson et al. (1996) corroborated Tajfel and Turner’s
(1979) hypothesis regarding which strategy an individual will take to cope with membership in a
low-status social group. Subjects were separated into arbitrary, minimal groups using a dot
estimation technique (Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971) and told that their group was
either subservient (low-status) or egocentric (high-status), and that their position was either
permanent (impermeable boundary) or changeable (permeable). Subjects in the low-
status/impermeable boundary condition were much more likely to rate their in-group favorably
and to emphasize the relative advantages of qualities associated with subservience than those in
the low-status/impermeable group. Ellemers et al. (1988) uses a similar experiment manipulating
the status and permeability of assigned groups and found that subjects assigned to groups of low-
status but permeable boundaries were less positive about their in-group and more interested in
being reassigned than those for whom exit was impossible. Similar studies have since
corroborated the theorized relationship between group status, permeability, and strategies of
creativity or mobility (Ellemers, 1993; A. Mummendey, Klink, Mielke, Wenzel, & Blanz, 1999;
Taylor, Moghaddam, Gamble, & Zellerer, 1987; Taylor et al., 1987; Wright et al., 1990).

Outside of the laboratory, Mummendy et al. (1999) explored how the above factors relate

to the types of identity management strategies taken by individuals through a field study
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involving East Germans after the fall of the Berlin wall. Of the 517 East Germans surveyed, the
majority agreed that West Germans were better off with relatively higher status than East
Germans. Interestingly, East Germans who reported that they believe they could ‘pass’ or easily
be mistaken for someone from West Germany were much less likely to express a belonging to
East Germany as a social group than those who said they could not pass. East Germans who
believed they could be mistaken for a West German exhibited a higher propensity to desire to
leave the East German ingroup and become West German and were more likely categorize
themselves broadly as German rather than as East German. This observational evidence pairs
nicely with experimental evidence in corroborating that individuals to tend work toward moving
to different social groups whenever it benefits them personally.

From political socialization and symbolic politics literature it seems likely that
Multiracials will be more likely than single-race individuals to inherit racial and political values
and predispositions from members of multiple racial groups. Social identity theory as outlined
here helps explain how and why individuals might draw upon those dually wielded social
connections whenever those group identities become more salient or whenever they benefit
personally from emphasizing one group membership over the other. Specifically, as a function of
having accrued diverse racial values and experiential cache, and having developed positive affect
and some sense of connection to multiple racial groups, Multiracials will have more access than
single-race individuals to identifying with different racial groups at different times and contexts.
Since permeability is defined as whether or not an individual has enough of the necessary traits
and characteristics of a group to qualify membership, this, given dual racial cache and plausible
access to two racial groups, Multiracials often have more permeable boundaries than single-race

individuals. If a Biracial exists in a social context where one of the racial groups in their heritage
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is relatively numerous, they may perceive that that social group is associated with more self-
esteem, social benefits, and a more positive distinction than their other racial group(s). If
preexisting affective predispositions to the racial groups in their heritages are at least somewhat
balanced, then Biracials may both consciously (strategically) and unconsciously engage in social
mobility where they begin activating membership with the dominant racial group as it becomes
more salient, or work to attain membership in that group in hopes of unlocking that social benefit
and a more positive social identity.

Social Visions

In their original article (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), the authors acknowledge that skin color
is a salient attribute that characterizes racial group boundaries in the United States. Similarly, in
a review of social identity literature, Huddy (2001) notes that in addition to external cues such as
language, gender, and cultural practices, characteristics such as skin color, facial and other
physical features are also important markers of social groups and contribute to permeability.
Given these assumptions, Multiracials who visually appear as racially ambiguous and those who
have physical characteristics prototypical of two racial groups likely have more permeable
boundaries than single-race individuals or those whose reflected appraisal tends to be single-
raced (Sims, 2016).

Research has shown that visual appearance is a powerful external labeling mechanism
that reinforces and consolidates racial group identity. Colorism is the phenomenon whereby
darker skin tone elicits stereotyped-based treatment from others. Colorism can result in a host of
negative consequences for darker skin individuals such as increased discrimination (Hochschild
& Weaver, 2007; Maddox & Gray, 2016; R. Turner, 1995), lower life chances and opportunities

(M. Hughes & Hertel, 1990; Porter & Washington, 1993), even mental illness (Boyd-Franklin,
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1989; Harvey, 1995; Neal & Wilson, 1989). Experiments from social visions demonstrate that
just a glimpse of a Black individual can activate an implicit bias and threat response. This can
lead to discrimination and even miscategorizing trivial objects as weapons (Allport & Postman,
1947; Correll, Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2002; Devine, 1989; Duncan, 1976; Greenwald,
Oakes, & Hoffman, 2003; Payne, 2001). Since visual perception can have such an impact on
how single-race minorities or Biracials who appear as minorities are treated, it is highly likely
that their lived experience will consolidate their minority identity internally and attenuate racial
group permeability.

On the other hand, individuals who appear visually as racially ambiguous are less likely
to be easily categorized into discrete racial groups. Pauker et al. (2009) used computer graphics
technology to morph faces to appear ambiguously in-between Black and White phenotypes (also
see Willadsen-Jensen & 1to, 2006). Racially ambiguous faces such as those of Biracials were
much less likely to be remembered than were single-race faces and generated more varied racial
label assignments. Moreover, Black single-race subjects were more likely to externally label
Black-White Biracials’ faces as Biracial (outgroup) rather than as Black single-race (ingroup)
when they were not treated with an ingroup inclusion motivation. These findings are of critical
importance as they demonstrate that multiraciasls who appear racially ambiguous do not
engender the same amount of external labeling and classifications as those who appear single-
race individuals Moreover, individuals seem to have some flexibility to either racially include or
exclude the racially ambiguous, depending on personal or group motivations that may be specific
to context (Chen & Hamilton, 2012; Pauker et al., 2018, 2016).

Moreover, there are overarching sociological constraints that contour the processes of

external racial categorization depending on the specific Biracial subgroup to which a Multiracial
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belongs. Specifically, the one drop rule maintains a persistent influence on categorization as
those whose visual characteristics contain both Black and White features are more likely to be
categorized with their single-race minority group than those with say Latino and White or Asian
and White features. Ho et al. (2011) conducted experiments which use computer graphics
technology to morph faces to exhibit varying degrees of racial phenotypes on continuums for
Black-White Biracials and Asian-White Biracials. For both Biracial subgroups, a face needed to
have a lower proportion of minority phenotypical properties to be perceived by subjects as
minorities than did the proportion of White phenotype necessary to be perceived as White.
Moreover, Black-White faces needed much less proportion of minority phenotype to be
categorized as a minority than did Asian-Whites. Thus, not all visual ambiguities are treated
equally among Biracials. It is therefore likely that the part-Black Biracials will be more likely to
be treated as a member of their minority racial group throughout their lives than members of
other Multiracial subgroups. This increased external labeling suggests part-Black Biracials will
have a uniquely constrained or less permeable racial group boundaries than other Biracial
subgroups.

However, it is important to note that visual appearance is not the end all be all of
determining which racial group identity an individual will adopt. Rather, visual appearance
simply moderates the effect of social context on the type of social groups one feels they can
access. In fact, there are a few prominent examples of individuals who do not visually appear as
the single-race group they espouse membership in (and who may not even have any racial
heritage connected to that group), but because they perceive such strong incentives from their
social context to join that group, they often try. One interesting example recently covered in the

media (Shah, 2019) are the residents of East Jackson, Ohio. Throughout the 19™ century, officials
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from a town called Waverly recruited Blacks and poor Whites to work as laborers and
housekeepers and arranged for these two groups to live in the same community of East Jackson.
Over the next few generations, those Blacks and poor Whites worked and lived together such
that even the Whites (even those who did not intermarry nor are the product of intermarriage)
began to be perceived by Waverly’s law enforcement and other state officials as Black. These
individuals with single-race White heritage were categorized as Black in public records and were
subjected to racial discrimination. By 2019, though few of the residents have any traceable Black
ancestry they still relentlessly assert that they are in fact Black Americans, since that’s what their
parents told them and the way they are perceived by the community. Though these residents
visually appear as single-race White by almost anyone’s account, socialization agents have been
so overwhelming that they have adopted a Black racial identity despite no physical traces of
African American heritage.

Of course, there are many more cases of individuals who look light skin and who could
pass as White adopting a singular Black racial identity. Walter White is one such character who
headed the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) for more
than twenty-five years in the mid-twentieth century. White noted that he identified singularly as
Black despite an apparently White looking visual appearance. He describes this in his own
autobiography by noting, “I am a Negro. My skin is White, my eyes are blue, my hair is blond.
The traits of my race are nowhere visible upon me. (White, 1995)” Still, as the son of two
parents who were born into slavery (despite both being of mixed racial heritage themselves), a
graduate of a Historically black college or university (HBCU), and someone who spent his entire

life consorting with members of the Black community in the South, Walter White’s social
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context likely compelled him to identify as single-race Black despite White heritage and
prototypically White visual appearance.

Another, albeit much more unusual case, is that of Rachel Dolezal who, despite no trace
of African-American heritage, personally identified as a Black woman and even deliberately
altered her physical appearance to resemble characteristics that engender external validation as
Black (Aitkenhead, 2017). Though it is not the subject of this current work to explain why
Rachel Dolezal chose to behave in this manner, it is interesting to note that she did grow up with
three adopted siblings who were single-race Black, attend an undergraduate university with a
large Black student population, attend HBCU Howard University for graduate school, and
married a single-race Black spouse. Though it is likely that Rachel Dolezal chose to seek out
social contexts which were primarily Black, one can’t help but note that her pre-adult and
impressionable years era social contexts did perhaps present some incentive for adopting a Black
racial identity, which she did attempt to do despite a more prototypically White visual
appearance.

The examples above are noted for the purpose of corroborating that visual appearance
likely plays a key moderating role in an individuals’ propensity to develop connections to
different racial groups, though it is far from determinative. Notwithstanding outliers, Multiracials
tend to be less easily racially categorized which often allows for some maneuverability in the
racial groups they can access. It is important to note that while qualitative studies on Multiracials
(to be discussed in a later section) often discuss the importance of visual appearance for auguring
acceptance or exclusion from different racial groups, quantitative research yet to develop
methods of measuring visual appearance that are widely considered sufficient (Yadon &

Ostfield, 2020). As a consequence, a major limitation of this present study will be its inability to
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properly analyze the role that visual appearance plays in influencing the identity and politics of
mixed-race individuals.
Self-Categorization Theory

Social identity theory helps set a foundation for why and how Multiracials might vary in
the degree to which they identify with certain racial groups as a function of context. Finally, self-
categorization theory provides a theoretical explanation for the last step in the process
connecting context to the politics of Multiracials by describing how group membership links to
attitudes and behaviors. An off-shoot of social identity theory, self-categorization theory holds
that individuals begin a process of depersonalization when they begin to psychologically identify
with a social group or when they are pursuing membership in that group (Huddy, 2001; Lange,
Kruglanski, & Higgins, 2011; J. C. Turner et al., 1987; J. C. Turner & Oakes, 1989, 1997).
Individuals learn or develop the appropriate, expected, or desirable attitudes and behaviors that
are considered to be prototypical of the social group in question. If factors coalesce such that a
Multiracial individual fits in and identifies with one racial group from their heritage, they will
likely adopt the political attitudes and practices of that group as a way to maintain and ingratiate
in-group status. They may also alter or replace their attitudinal and behavioral comportment
according to variation in the salience of their racial group identities.

Self-categorization theory perceives identity as particularly labile, in that a social identity
can be situationally activated (switched on) as they become salient (Haslam & Turner, 1992).
The particular identity hat one wears at any given time is thought to be determined by differing
degrees of saliency which is defined in terms of accessibility and fit. Accessibility is described as
the readiness that a group with similar characteristics will be coded and identified as a specific

and distinct group (Bruner, 1957). Accessibility is determined as a function of contextual factors,
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individuals’ learned experience throughout life about what goes with what, as well as the current
goals and needs of an individual. Generally, social categories increase in their accessibility as
their within-group heterogeneity is less compared to the heterogeneity or featural differences
between that group and others.

Fit is described as the degree to which the reality of an individual’s characteristics
actually match the criteria associated with a given category. For example, Oakes (1983) remarks
that if an individual does not look, speak, or act in a manner that others perceive as
prototypically French, then their fit for French as a social category is low. For Multiracials,
especially those who appear visually as racially ambiguous, their affective connections to
multiple racial groups and their cache of cultural experiences prepares them to fit well with both
of the racial groups in their heritage. As such, we should expect Multiracials to be more likely
than single-race individuals to activate or switch on different racial identities as social categories
as they become more accessible, and summarily adopt the attitudes and practices prototypical of
that group.

Previous Research on Multiracials

This last section of the literature review overviews important works in social science on
the subject of Multiracial individuals. While the previous sections outline extant theory and
evidence that corroborate my own framework, the following discussion should help clarify how
my dissertation fits in and advances contemporary work.

Sociology

An oft-cited reference for the earliest work on mixed-race individuals comes from Robert

E. Parks musings on the ‘The Marginal Man’ (1928). Park argues that societies must undergo

significant cultural and racial intermixing to defend against stagnation and achieve social and
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political progress. A consequence of this intermixing, at least temporarily, is what he calls the
“marginal man” who are the offspring of members from both the dominant group in society and
newly included minority groups. He prophesies bleakly that these individuals, torn between two
cultures, are destined to an embittered intellectual life characterized by, “spiritual conflict and
instability” (p. 893). He defines the Marginal Man as:

...a new type of personality, namely, a cultural hybrid, a man living and sharing

intimately in the cultural life and traditions of two distinct peoples; never quite willing to

break, even if he were permitted to do so, with his past and his traditions, and not quite

accepted, because of racial prejudice, in the new society in which he now sought to find a

place. He was a man on the margin of two cultures and two societies, which never

completely interpenetrated and fused (p. 892).

Parks also asserts an argument, which | share, that researchers might very well learn most
about the current status and future trajectory of our world from studying these individuals who
exist at the intersection of divergent but intermingling societies, or in the present case,
Multiracials.

Seven years later Everett Stonequist (1935) expanded on the marginal man theory by
typologizing mixed-race individuals based on where society places them within the racial
hierarchy. First, he posits that Biracial individuals are often best suited in an intermediary social
space as a buffer between the dominant and minority groups. Such was the case for mulattoes
during the American slavery era who were afforded slightly privileged status above darker skin
Blacks. Alternatively, mixed-race individuals may be alienated completely by the racial groups
in their heritage as evidenced among the European-Indian mixed offspring in India during its

period of nationalization. Third, he predicted that in some cases, Biracials who have means of
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social mobility and regular interaction with the dominant group in society would become
especially resentful of their subordinate status, and leverage connections to both racial groups to
become leaders for their minority group. Given the recent rise of prominent politicians who
identify as Black but whom can be considered Biracial by parentage, this third proclamation
assuredly demands further consideration.

While Park and Stonequist characterize the mixed-race population at its incipience,
Milton Gordon (1964) lays out a framework of several stages that addresses how societies will
eventually absorb and assimilate these individuals. Ultimately, he argues, all minority mixtures
will be absorbed into America’s ‘core society’ (which in America’s case is Anglo-Saxon
Protestant and White) as were the Irish and Italians in the late 191" century (also see Huntington,
2004). In his view, the first stage of assimilation involves minority racial and ethnic groups
acquiring the culture or ‘acculturating’ to that of America’s dominant group. Gordon (1964)
draws upon a classic sequence of acculturation proposed by Taylor (1871), beginning with the
minority group’s adoption from the majority society a, “complex whole which includes
knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by
man as a member of society” (p. 32). Once acculturated, the minority group’s members begin to
gain entrance into various formal and informal social institutions in which they develop primary
group relationships with members of the majority. The development of relationships between
majority and minority group members then inevitably leads to intermarriage and
racially/ethnically-mixed children.

In Gordon’s view, racial intermarriage between the minority and the core group, or
“amalgamation” as described by Robert Park (1930), is the most critical juncture in achieving

assimilation. He argues that once marital assimilation has occurred, the minority identity of their
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children will be discarded in lieu of the identity of the core society. This decoupling of mixed-
ancestry individuals’ senses of self from their minority identities is theorized to be a rational
decision that facilitates inclusion in the majority ingroup. This “identificational assimilation”
paves the road for the final stages of assimilation, which are the decline in prejudice and
victimization by discrimination, and greater civic inclusion. Indeed, the data available in this
current project allows for a retesting of these canonical assumptions. Surely an examination of
the propensities at which some minority racial groups have intermixed with Whites compared to
others will yield insight into the status and trajectory of color lines and our racial hierarchy.

In contemporary social science, sociology has continued to be the genre responsible for
the majority of contributions to the study of mixed-race individuals. In a prominent early work,
Maria Root (1992) presents a consortium of essays that explore the highly complex matter of
how mixed-race individuals formulate their feelings about their racial identities. Mixed-race
individuals battle overarching social and institutional norms like the one-drop rule and
hypodescent, and negotiate their identities situationally and fluidly as they strive for belonging.
While many essays note that constantly rearticulating one’s racial identity imposes certain
psychological tolls on Multiracials (in corroboration with some of Park’s hypotheses) some
scholars disagree. In particular, Hall (1992) critiques Park and Stonequists’ pessimistic
characterization by rebutting that Multiracials’ diverse set of experiences leads to, “strong people
with diverse and positive perspectives on life” (p. 264). In fact, literature in psychology (which
will be reviewed shortly) also identify that mixed-race individuals develop unique coping skills
as a function of diverse racial group exposure, and cosign the underlying centrality of the fluid

and malleable nature of mixed-race identity to the mixed-race lived experience.
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Rockquemore and Brunsma (2002) advanced our understanding of multiarcials
tremendously by providing what is, in my opinion, the best typology of the different forms of
racial identity held my individuals born to parents of two differing racial groups. Their taxonomy
includes four groupings of Biracial identity. First, some individuals possess a “border identity”
characterized by feeling in-between the two racial grooups in their heritage. Those with a border
identity acknowledge membership in both racial groups and adopt of some of the characteristics
and qualities associated with both groups. Second, she describes a “traditional identity” where
individuals with Biracial heritage identify closely with only one of the racial groups in their
heritage, and tend to think and display the attitudes and behaviors prototypical of only of their
counterpart single-race groups. Third, some Biracials have a “protean identity” named so for
their protean ability to transgress racial boundaries. These individuals are those whom this
current study perhaps most prominently explores as their ability to active or elide racial identities
in different environments makes them an interesting test case for the influence of racial context.
Lastly, she described that a smaller subset of Biracials have a “transcendent identity,” where they
may downplay or wholly dismiss the notion of racial identity altogether.

Of particular interest to this present study is the emphasis placed on how Biracials’
identities are constantly negotiated in the face of social contextual stimuli, a topic Rockgeumore
and Brunsma elaborate on in their book project (2008). The portend that Biracials often possess
physical and phenotypic characteristics from both of the racial groups in their heritage and
accrue “identity capital” from their life experiences of discrimination and participation in racial
group specific cultural activities. As a consequence, they have the ability to ‘code-switch,’ or
adopt and shirk different performative racial comportments in different situations. Using a

modest sample of survey data including Black-White Biracial respondents they find that pre-

46



adult racial contextual circumstances (subjectively measured) such as the racial composition of
their elementary school, close friends, high school, and neighborhood systematically influence
the way Biracials identify and their social predispositions.

Other sociology scholars have similarly used quantitative analysis to demonstrate the
close relationship between racial context, variously measured, and the choices of racial
identification among Biracials. One important work by Harris and Sim (2002) show just how
common fluctuation in identity choice is for Biracials. They find that among adolescents who
identified Biracially with two racial groups when surveyed at home, more than half (54%) switch
the way they identify to mark only one single-race category when they are at school. These
choices are motivated by incentives to best ingratiate with the racial context at hand, such as
accommodating both parents’ races at home or assimilating to the majority context at school. A
number of other studies also corroborate this relationship between context and identity choice.
Typically, they find that as the proportion of members from one of the racial groups in a Biracial
individuals’ heritage increases (measured at the zipcode level in the Census Public Use
Microdata Series) the more likely they are to identify singularly with that group (Saenz et al.,
1995; Xie & Goyette, 1997).

Psychology

Psychology has likely replaced sociology in terms in the speed at which it publishes
research on the mixed-race population today. The chief accomplishments have been to
investigate how Multiracials manage dual racial group membership to achieve and maintain self-
esteem and well-being, as well as how Multiracials as the objects of studies are perceived and
categorized by general populations (as discussed in the preceding ‘Social Visions’ section).

Shortly after it became commonplace to allow for multiple race identification on surveys,
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scholars observed a phenomenon in health data which shows that mixed-race individuals tend to
have worse physical and mental well-being than do single-race individuals, even single-race
minorities (Miller et al., 2019). Specifically, studies show that Multiracials are more likely to
smoke and drink than are single-race individuals (Bratter & Mason, 2016), and that they
consistently report a higher prevalence of depression, stress, and other psychological health
issues (Fisher et al., 2014).

While investigating explanations for this prevalence of health burdens, scholars
unearthed a phenomenon that can be described as “racial miscategorization,” which occurs when
mixed-race individuals’ personal feelings about their racial identity are incongruent with others’
perceptions of that identity (Does et al., 2021). This process is referenced in several studies as a
mental health stressor uniquely pervasive among Multiracials. Some studies have called it
“identity denial” and described it as a form of identity threat (specifically an acceptance threat)
where Biracials are told that they cannot identify with a certain group that they must identify
with only one of their racial groups. A, example is a Black-White Biracial being told they must
identify as Black on surveys or interpersonally because they are not allowed to claim whiteness
(Albuja et al., 2019; Townsend et al., 2009). Additionally, Multiracial individuals are particularly
vulnerable to instances of “identity questioning” or “forced-choice dilemmas” where they are
interrogated about their racial identity in a manner often perceived as hostile and having an
implicit motivation to judge and rebuke one’s response (Franco & O’Brien, 2018). Scholars have
found that 87% to 93% of Biracials report experiencing these occurances (Townsend et al., 2009;
Tran et al., 2016)

However, some good news has come from this research. Shih and others (2018) echo

Hall’s (1992) argument as they put forth that individuals develop special coping mechanisms that
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help them defend against the negative consequences of identity threat. First, Multiracials develop
the ability to “switch” between identities, or to alter their performance of race such that it better
blends in with the racial group most salient in a given context. Second, Multiracials develop less
essentialized understandings of race that allow them to remain psychologically resilient when
faced with others’ rejections of their espoused identity. Additionally, researchers find that living
in diverse contexts can both decrease the rate at which mixed-race individuals experience
conflict via racial miscategorization, and assuage the negative conseugences of racial
miscategorization by providing a safety net of sorts (Does et al., 2021). Among these studies, it is
remarked innumerably that context plays an important role in the shaping of Multiracials’
identities.

Given the emphasis on fluidity, some of the studies I find most interesting are recent
experimental works that leverage dual racial group membership to more neatly parse out the
linkage between racial identity and outcomes in general. Specifically, Sarah Gaither (Gaither et
al., 2015) gathers a modest sample of respondents with one Black and one White parent, and
randomly varies whether they are assigned to engage in a writing task that emphasizes the racial
identity of their White parent or their Black parent. Remarkably, she finds that Black-White
Biracials who’s White racial group was rendered more salient performed significantly better than
others on a verbal GRE test. Given that scholars are starting to find linkages between identity
fluidity among Multiracials and various outcomes, it is essential to begin investigating how these
processes influence their politics.

Political Science
Finally, there have been two major projects which comprise the foundation of research on

mixed-race individuals in political science. First, Natalie Masuoka (2017) conducted historical
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analysis, qualitative and quantitative inquiry into what the emergence of a mixed-race identity
means for the current and future status of racial formation. Theoretically, she argues that the
ability to identify as Multiracial hallmarks a shift in social and racial institutional norms away
from one reliant on racial classification and toward an emphasis on self-identification and
personal agency. She details how race has historically been defined by external classification
based on phenotype and “common knowledge” practices (Gross, 2009). Racial labels had been
singular and mutually exclusive as a purposive consequence of White Americans’ efforts to
maintain and preserve their privileged status. Two changes in the Census method of enumerating
race underscore the transition to reliance of self-identification: 1) altering practices such that
individuals filled out their own racial identity on a form rather than having it filled out for them
(assigned) by census workers, and 2) switching to allow individuals to mark one or more boxes
to describe their race. However, she importantly points out that while this self-identification
framework ostensibly implies a dismissal of the classification framework, it is still wholly
present as we rely on singular classification labels to describe one’s racial identity(s) anyways.
Masuoka threads her identity choice framework throughout several empirical chapters,
the findings of which reveal the underlying structure and importance of certain racial institutions.
Frist, she examines the correlates of identifying either as single-race or with multiple racial
groups. To name just a few observations, she finds that more resourced individuals such as those
who live in wealthier contexts and those who have received lots of education are most likely to
identify as Multiracial, as are those who live in more racially diverse geographic contexts.
Regarding attitudes, she theorized that if Multiracials exhibited the attitudes of Whites more than
single-race minorities, it may signal that identity choices for mixed-race individuals is a personal

choice rather than one contoured by the constraints and experiences of discrimination, as is often
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the case for single-race minorities. On the contrary, she finds that minority racial heritage
continues to play a major role in Multiracials’ attitudes. Multiracials with Black heritage are non-
different from single-race Blacks in their perceptions of discrimination and attitudes on race
conscious policies, and the attitudes of Multiracials with Latino heritage fall somewhere in
between those of Whites and Latinos. An exception to these findings which tended to
corroborate a racial formation theory, she finds that attitudes for Multiracials with Asian heritage
are much more racially conservative and closer to those of single-race Whites than are those of
other single-race minorities.

Next, Davenport (2018) similarly investigates the factors that are important for predicting
Multiracials’ identity choices and political attitudes. Empirically, this book makes a large
contribution through its synthesis of regionally diverse in-depth interviews and the use of a
survey from education that has over one million respondents. The large size of this dataset is
important because it allowed for the quantitative analysis of multiple Biracial subgroups.
Theoretically, she characterizes the influence of familial socialization as paramount in informing
the identity choices and politics of mixed-race individuals. Parents and extended family transmit
racial group specific values and attachments that have a lasting impact on Multiracials identity,
and therefore politics. She argues that intermarried couples tend to be more liberal, and thus pass
on highly progressive values to their children, which is evidenced in that mixed-race youths are
often more socially liberal than even single-race minorities.

Davenport also finds that gender happens to be one of the most important determinants of
racial identity choice for those who have parents from different racial groups. She argues that
men’s lived experiences with racial stereotyping and discrimination consolidate their single-race

minority status. She also provides theoretical and qualitative evidence that mixed-race women
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are more readily ascribed a mixed-race identity than are mixed-race men, and ties this to beauty
standards which favor light skin complexion and Eurocentric features for minority women but
not minority men. Furthermore, perhaps her principal finding and one of her major theoretical
points is that Multiracials’ personal choices of racial identity are reflective of their racial group
attachments. The racial attitudes of individuals with parents from two different racial groups tend
to fall in between those of their two single-race groups. However, identifying singularly with one
of the racial groups in one’s heritage signals closer social group attachments and predicts more
similar group relevant attitudes.

Throughout the preceding review of literature from sociology and psychology it is
apparent that what most distinguishes mixed-race individuals from single-race individuals is the
fluid nature of their racial identity. Masuoka (2017) and Davenport (2018) come to a similar
conclusion as they emphasize the fluid nature of Multiracial identity in their books. They do this
both directly in their theoretical reasoning by describing that Multiracials have an ability to
choose how they racially identify, and indirectly their analyses by demonstrating that identity
decisions vary systematically according to key determinants. However, my personal exegesis of
prior literatures identifies social context, specifically racial context, as perhaps the most
dominant factor in informing the identity conclusions of Multiracials. Given the prominence of
racial context in these previous literatures, my dissertation hopes to fill a research gap by
clarifying how racial context is important for Multiracials’ politics.

Specifically, though these works demonstrate that some features of social and racial
context are important for Multiracials’ identity choice, and that those identity choices in turn are
predictive of political outcomes, more work can be done to disentangle whether identity is the

single vehicle through which racial context affects politics or whether context impacts outcomes
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outside of identity as a mediator. Indeed, optimal distinctiveness literature demonstrates that an
individual’s self-categorization or specific labeling may not align with the social identity groups
they perceive as central to their self-concept (Brewer, 1991; Leonardelli et al., 2010). Thus, it is
possible that an individual with one Black and one White parent might categorize themselves
Biracially as both Black and White to accentuate their uniqueness when in a predominantly
Black context, but at the same time hold attitudes that are entirely prototypical of single-race
Blacks. Consequently, more investigation is needed to parse out when identity labeling and racial
context are interacting to predict outcomes, and when they are working separately.

Additionally, several dimensions of social and racial context are discussed as important
for multiraicals’ politics such as the racial context of one’s household (i.e. minority
mother/White father or a White mother/minority father), the racial composition of one’s zipcode
(as measured by the census), as well as the social milieu (Dalton, 1982) inherited from one’s
parents’ social class which includes the academic and educational attainments and affluence
present in one’s neighborhood. Still, more can be done to detail how these and other features of
context are different in their mechanics and the ways in which they might differently relate to
outcomes like identity, attitudes, partisanship, or candidate evaluations. For example, context
varies on a scale ranging from those more intimate in nature (e,g, the racial composition and
politization of one’s parents in the home, the racial composition of one’s primary group
relationships and immediate neighbors [census block]), to more distal and atmospheric in nature,
such as zipcode level racial composition or geographic region. It is possible that intimate features
of context exert a stronger influence over more affectively laden outcomes (Sears et al., 1980)
such as partisanship or racially-charged policies or candidates. Zipcode level context may better

captures the racialized nature of local businesses, architecture, artistic installations, or the racial
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composition of people one sees when driving through town. Moreover, geographic region may
better capture contextually varied institutional norms such as hypodescent or racial essentialism
that constrain the accessibility of certain identity options.

Lastly, it is not well explored whether racial context should work the same for each
Biracial group as it predicts their politics. Specifically, it is likely the case that the degree to
which racial context will have an effect on the Biracials’ political evaluations will increase as the
object being evaluated becomes more symbolically or affectively linked to the racial group in
question. For example, the partisanship of part-Black Biracials may be more affected by
variation in the preponderance of Blacks in their racial space than would say an Asian-White
Biracial by an increased preponderance of Asians. This is plausible since we know that Blacks as
a political symbol and as a group are tightly linked to the Democratic party, while Asians or
other racial groups do not have similarly close partisan attachments. Given this reasoning, | aim
to clarify how, when, and why racial context will exert an influence on Biracials’ politics. In
these ways and more, additional work on the relationships between context, identity, and politics,

is surely needed.
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Chapter 3
Evidence of RRS (Part 1): Identity and Partisanship
Evidence of RRS in Identity Choices

To explore the ways in which racial context may be meaningful for the politics of mixed-
race individuals, my first endeavor is to shed light on how variation in the racial composition of
one’s social world relates to the racial self-identities they hold and express. Certainly, it has been
no secret among social scientists that identities—racial identity in particular—are powerful
vehicles through which people understand their own political selves and orient one another in
terms of how they are organized within the mass public (Miller et al., 1981, Dawson, 1994).
Identity in some sense is often perceived as the most basic contributing factor to the processes
that both shape and motivate of our attitudes and behavior. As a consequence, the subject of this
first section of chapter 3 is to investigate whether there exists an empirically identifiable pattern
consistent with the RRS framework regarding identity choices.

Before the exploration of how context and identity choices correlate among Biracials, it
may be helpful to overview the general distribution. Figure 3.1 presents the weighed proportions
of each nominal Biracial subgroup’s identity choices. These categories are constrained to single-
race White, Biracial (actively identifying both with their minority group and as White), and
single-race minority*. There are several noticeable trends here that are consistent with extant
literature. First, consistent with the expectations of hypodescent, Biracials are all more likely to
identify singularly with their minority heritage group than as White. Similarly, Black-Whites—
those theorized to be most encumbered by hypodescent constraints—are generally the least likely

to identify as White, and the most likely to identify singularly with their minority group

4 Proportions sum to one because they are constrained to only these three identity choices—the lions share of
minority-White Niracials identity choices.
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(Gullickson & Morning, 2011). Finally, Asian-Whites are uniformly the group most likely to
exhibit hybridity in their identity choices by identifying simultaneously as Asian and White
(active Biracials), and generally most likely to identify singularly as White (Davenport, 2016a;

Leslie & Sears, 2022).

Figure 3.1: Distribution of identity choices among nominal Biracials. (Sample: All

Biracials; Source: Pew).
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In terms of the whether or not Biracials’ patterns of racial self-identification adhere to
what would be expected by RRS, Figure 3.2 presents the first slate of evidence drawn from the
2015 Pew Survey of Multiracial Adults. Specifically, the top row presents the results of logistic
regression models which provide information about the variation in the predicted probability that
each nominal Biracial subgroup will identify singularly with their minority group (1 = identified

singularly with their minority group, and 0 = did not identify singularly with their minority
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group). The x-axis on each model represents the variable ‘Minority-White Context’ which
denotes the ratio of minorities to Whites within each participant’s racial context, and according
to the Biracial subgroup of each plot. For the Pew dataset, context was measured subjectively in
that participants were asked in separate questions to indicate how many of their close friends are
minority (Black; Latino; or Asian) or White, how many of the people in their neighborhood are
minority or White, and how many of the relatives with whom they often have contact are
minority or White. Responses for these categories ranged from none, some, most, to all, which
are coded from one to four, respectively®. For example, Minority-White context for Black-
White’s is equivalent to (Blackfriends + Blackneighbors + BlacKsamity) — (Whitefriends + VWhiteneighbors +
Whitefamily). These models hold a basic set of variables at their mean (age, gender, education,
and income).

Consistent with the expectations of RRS, we observe that Biracials’ identity choices are
indeed very tightly correlated with variation in their racial context. Within all three of the top
panels of Figure 3.2, we observe that the probability that nominal Biracial individuals identify
singularly with their minority group increases substantially as the trend line flows right across
the x-axis which indicates increasing proportions of their minority racial group, and decreasing
proportions of Whites among their social context.

For Black-Whites, variation in identity choice is so extreme that racial context seems to
nearly perfectly predict whether or not each survey participant will identify singularly as Black.
For respondents on the left side of the x-axis (those who indicated that their friend group,
neighbors, and relatives with whom they often spend time are entirely White) virtually zero

percent identify singularly as Whites. However, as participants report having a higher

5 And as always context here is scaled to range between -1 (completely White) to 1 (completely minority)
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preponderance of Blacks in their social world (decreasing preponderance of Whites) they
become more likely to identify singularly as Black, eventually converging to a rate of 95% in
completely Black contexts. While predictive models such as this which seem to have complete
determinative properties are quite rare in social science, it is important to remember that racial
context here is measured very comprehensively in that it reflects not just the context of the
neighborhood in which they live—a space they may or may not have control over their inclusion
within—>but also the racial composition of their friend group (a space they have likely had much
more control over throughout their life) as well as their relatives (arguably the most critical
factor for setting the pressures or barriers related to racial identification).

In terms of Latino-Whites and Asian-Whites, while we do observe significant increases
in the probability they identify singularly as Latino in highly Latino contexts, it is notable that
the probabilities never tend to converge to near 100%. Latino-Whites tend to identify as
minorities at a rate of 78% when in the maximum value of Minority-White Context, while Asian-
Whites identify as minorities with a rate of 55%. A few possibilities for this may exist. One, it is
possible that Black-Whites are more likely to experience acceptance and inclusion from their
minority peers when they exist in completely Black spaces than other Biracials do from their
minority counterparts. Given that Black-Whites are the Biracial subgroup which has been most
salient throughout American history, it is possible that processes of hypodescent and the one-
drop rule are so entrenched among other Blacks that they do not differentiate between each other
much on the basis of degrees of White heritage (at least in terms of their racial identity). On the
other hand, Latino-Whites and Asian-Whites may overall have more access to incorporating
Whiteness into their personal feelings about their racial identity in general, and/or they be more

likely to be subjected to alienation and questions about the authenticity of their minority ties
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when they exist in highly minority spaces. Indeed, considerable qualitative evidence in the past
has highlighted that while Black-Whites, especially Black-White men, are relatively less
confronted by significant forces of exclusion from their single-race minority counterparts
(Curington et al., 2020), Latino-Whites and Asian-Whites are highly likely to be otherized by
other minorities, such as being called White washed or derided for not speaking the related
ethnic language (Strmic-Pawl, 2016; Does et al., 2021).

Next, given that extant literature demonstrates that Black-Whites overall are the least
likely subgroup to identify singularly as White (Liebler & DeRousse-Wau et al., 2012), one might
assume Black-Whites will be unlikely to identify as White regardless the racial composition of
their social context. However, in the three bottom panels of Figure 3.2 which present the results
of models predicting Biracial identification and White, we observe that this is in fact not the
case. Though Latino-Whites and Asian-Whites have a much higher probability of identifying as
White in general, they are predicted to be less likely to do so than do Black-Whites at the lowest
values of Minority-White Context (high proportions of Whites and lowest proportions of their
respective minority group). This finding is quite unexpected and stands at odds with much of
what we have observed through prior social science evidence.

Since Black-Whites are perceived as the Biracial subgroup most consistently subjected to
the constraints of hypodescent and the one-drop rule one might expect that they would maintain
strong loyalties to their single-race Black counterparts and identify as such, regardless of their
racial context. However, the evidence presented here in the bottom left panel of Figure 3.2 shows
that Black-Whites in fact can be highly likely to identify as White, if they exist in a social space
dominated by Whites. This is the first of many subsequent findings that will show that the

perception of part-Black individuals as monolithic is inaccurate. While Black-Whites are
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typically considered de facto White, a plethora of evidence demonstrates that they in fact often

resemble other minority-White Biracial subgroups in their ability to adopt a White ideneity and

related political attitudes when in White spaces.

Figure 3.2: Identity choice across racial context.

(Sample: All Biracials; Source: Pew)
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Identity Choice in the Pew Dataset: A Closer Look

Minority-White Context

Figure 3.2 shows that Biracials exhibit large variation in their identity choices in relation

to changes in their racial context when modeled using an aggregate measure of context (friends,

neighbors, and relatives with whom they interact often). However, we are unable to tell from this

aggregate measure alone which specific contextual force is driving the apparent relationship, or
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whether they are only meaningful when working together. To more deeply explore the
relationship between different agents of racial context and identity choices, the next set of plots
provide the results of the same models as conducted in Figure 3.2, but which are now
disaggregated to show the relationship between the racial composition of one’s friends,
neighbors, and family each on their own, as they relate to Biracials’ expressions of racial
identity.

Figure 3.3 below shows the breakdown of how each type of racial context relates to the
racial identity decisions of nominal Black-White Biracials. An apparent trend demonstrated here
is that two contextual agents in particular, friends and family, correlate with the largest variation
in identity choice for Black-White Biracials. The racial composition of a Black-White
individuals’ neighbors accounts for both less variation in terms of their predicted probabilities
differences, as well as the degree to which they can be considered statistically significant in their
correlations. Specifically, the top and center panel shows that the predicted probability of
identifying as Black varies just 35 percentage points in relation to their racial context, far less
than the approximately 80 percentage points associated with variation in their friends and family.
The confidence bands surrounding the neighborhood context trend line is also much wider,
indicating a less consisting statistical relationship between the context of one’s neighborhood and
their identity choices than exists for friend group and familial racial contexts.

It is easy to understand why the racial context of one’s friends or family might be more
central to the processes involved in impacting one’s racial identity than their neighborhood
context. For one, racial identity is considered a deeply rooted and stable psychological holding
that may get ingrained very early in life as a result of the major socialization force in one’s life.

As is the case for the development of symbolic predispositions toward political parties and racial
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groups, contextual agents operating inside the home are most impactful for socializing their

children to develop emotional ties to the different racial groups in their heritage (Sears, Huddy,

& Schaffer, 1986). Similarly, friends constitute another set of incredibly impactful socializing

agents as they represent what sociologists call primary relationships, or those with whom an

individual is able to share and interact as their true selves (Cooley, 1955).

Figure 3.3: Identity choice across racial context, disaggregated for different

agents of socialization.

(Sample: Black-White Biracials; Source: Pew)
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Black-White Context

For Latino-Whites and Asian-Whites, the same general pattern as with Black-Whites

emerges in that friends and family seem to have a stronger connection to their identity choices

than do neighbors. One exception, however, is that the racial composition of the family Asian-

Whites spend time with seems to be less predictive of their identify choices that might be
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expected given the centrality of familial relationships to socialization processes. In fact, in Figure
3.5 we observe that the racial context of Asian-White Biracials’ neighbors are actually more
tightly correlated with their probability of identifying as White than is the composition of the
family then spend significant time with. Two possibilities for this finding occur. One, it may be
the case that Asian-Whites simply have less variation in the racial composition of their relatives.
Relatedly, one of the phenomena we will observe in coming chapters is that Asian-
Whites tend to be the Biracial subgroup whom exhibit the most uniqueness in the ways that they
relate to context. Specifically, Asian-White Biracials on certain identification and attitudinal
outcomes actually demonstrate an oppositional response to increased proportions of Asians in
their locale. Specifically, and in a small minority of occasions, Asian-Whites sometimes become
more similar to Whites as their context becomes more Asian. One way to think about this is
through the lens of prior qualitative literature on the experiences of Asian-White Biracials in the
United States. Asian-Whites are known to experience comparatively more social exclusion,
isolation, and othering on behalf of their minority group family members than do other Biracial
subgroups (Strmic-Pawl, 2016; Does et al., 2021). If this is the case, Asian-Whites with entirely
Asian familial relationships may be varied in how they respond to minority dominated familial
relationships, with some being pushed away from identifying as Asian in response to feeling
excluded, and others doubling down on group norms to better ingratiate themselves and assert

their minority heritage among Asians.

Table 3.4: Identity choice across racial context, disaggregated for different
agents of socialization.

(Sample: Latino-White Biracials; Source: Pew)
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Figure 3.5: Identity choice across racial context, disaggregated for different
agents of socialization.

(Sample: Asian-White Biracials; Source: Pew)
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The subjective measures of racial context from the Pew dataset demonstrate robustly that
context is highly meaningful for the ways Biracials choose to express their racial identities.
Almost without exception, Biracials become more likely to identify with the racial group from
their heritage as that heritage becomes more salient in a given social context. However, given
that these relationships are based on subjective responses they are likely biased, at least partly,
toward reflecting what each participant thinks the racial composition of their social world is,
rather than its factual composition. To further explore how variation in racial context relates to
identify choices, I next turn to evidence from several other datasets which instead use
measurements of racial context as drawn from the census and which can be considered
completely objective and accurate depictions of context.

Next, | conduct logistic regression models as above using the Nationscape dataset, and
present the results in Figure 3.6. In agreement with what was observed using subjective
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measurements in the Pew dataset, nominal Biracials in the Nationscape dataset also exhibit an
extreme propensity to racially identify with the racial group that is most salient in their social
space. Specifically, the Minority-White Context variables representing the x-axes in Figure 3.6
denote the ratio of minorities to Whites within each participant’s zipcode and as drawn from the
2015-2019 American Community Survey: (% Minorities in Zipcode A - % Whites in Zipcode
A). Even when using objective measures of racial context, the pattern remains remarkably
consistent in that Biacials’ choices of identity are very tightly and positively correlated with the
salience of the racial groups from their heritage in their zipcode.

One notable difference between the results presented in Figure 3.6 from the Nationscape
data and those presented from the Pew dataset is that the variation observed in identity choices
across racial context is much smaller in magnitude in the Nationscape data. For example,
whereas nominal Black-Whites Biracials in the Pew models exhibit a variation of around 95% in
their probability of identifying singularly as Black, in the Nationscape models this variation is
much more modest—a difference of 16% between those in completely Black zipcodes (right side
of the x-axis and highest values of Minority-White Context) and those in completely White
zipcodes (left side of x-axis). The same is true regarding nominal Latino-White Biracials in that
they vary more modestly across context in the Nationscape data than in the Pew models (min-
max differences of 15 percentage points).

The same is true in terms of models predicting racial identification singularly as White in
that nominal Biracials are much less likely to do so as the proportion of their minority peers
increases. Again, the variation in identity choice across context is much more modest across the
Nationscape models than in Pew which used a more comprehensive and subjective measurement

of context. Since neighborhood racial composition is an imperfect measure of one’s entire social
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world, one might find it surprising to find significant correlations in these models at all.
However, the evidence provided here demonstrates that context, even objective measurements of
one’s zipcode, is very strongly and consistently correlated with Biracials’ identity choices.
Another standout difference among the Nationscape models is that Asian-White Biracials
are actually less likely to identify singularly as Asian as the relative salience of Asian in their
zipcode increases (p = 0.09). Thing finding contributes to an emerging pattern in that the
increased salience of Asian-Whites minority counterparts does not seem to uniformly lead to
increased feeling of connectedness or identification with their minority racial group. Again, it
has well-demonstrated in prior literature that Asian-Whites often confront significant
otherization from single-race Asians when in heavily Asian social contexts. This alienation
might have the effect of driving Asian-White Biracials away from choosing to identify singularly
as Asian. However, in the bottom and right panel of Figure 3.6, we observe that Asian-Whites
are also less likely to identify singularly as White as their space becomes less White and more
Asian. If Asian-Whites are less likely to either identify as Asian or White as the proportion of

Asians in their context increases, what identity choice might they be turning to?

Figure 3.6. Identity choice across racial context.

(Sample: All Biracials; Source: Nationscape)
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Minority-White Context

As known from prior literature, the strong majority of Asian-White Biracials—and most

Biracial subgroups in general—tend to identify as active Biracials (e.g. actively identifying as

both Asian and White simultaneously). Therefore, as nominal Asian-Whites tend to live in

increasingly Asian spaces, it might be the case that they abandon singular White identification as

Whites become less salient, yet are pushed away from identifying solely as Asian given

pushback from their single-race Asian peers. So where do they go? To this question, Figure 3.7

presents the results of logistic regression predicting identification as actively Biracial. Though

the finding is not quite statistically significant (p = 0.20), we can see that the trend line is

increasingly slightly across racial context, suggesting that Asian-White may be less comfortable

asserting a singular Asian identity when they exist in contexts dominated by their Asian peers.

Instead they may choose to assert their hybridity or differentiate themselves from single-race

Asians by identifying as Biracial.
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Figure 3.7: Identification as Biracial across racial context.

(Sample: Asian-Whites; Source: Nationscape)
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Collaborative Multiracial Post Election Survey (CMPS)

Next, I add to the story of how racial context relates to Biracials’ identity choices with an
examination of the 2020 CMPS. Similar to Nationscape, the CMPS incorporates a measurement
of racial context that is derived from the 2015-2019 American Community Survey and which is
the difference between the proportion of minorities and the proportion of Whites in a given
zipcode (e.g. % Black in Zipcode A - % White in Zipcode A). In Figure 3.8, | present the results
of the CMPS models which demonstrate that all three subgroups of nominal Biracials again
become more likely to identify singularly as minorities as the proportion of their minority group
increases in their social context. Additionally, it also appears that the magnitude of variation is

once again quite large. Specifically, the probability that a nominal Biracial individual identifies
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with their minority group increases 38 percentage points for Black-White Biracials®, 39 points

for Latino-Whites, and 61 percentage points for Asian-White Biracials’ across racial context.

Figure 3.8: Identification as single-race minority across racial context.

(Sample: All Biracials; Source: CMPS)
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Minority-White Context

One difference between the CMPS and other surveys is that exceedingly few nominal
Biracials choose to identify singularly as White (as demonstrated in Figure 3.1). As a
consequence, there were little to no significant correlations between identifying as White and
racial context within the CMPS dataset. Instead, | repeated the regression models for each
Biracial subgroup but this time modeling the probability they would identity actively as
Biracials. In Figure 3.9, | present the results of those models which demonstrate that the variation
Biracials exhibit across context is majorly comprised of the difference between identifying either
singularly with their minority heritage or as Biracial. Across all Biracial subgroups there exists a

propensity to be less likely to identify simultaneously with both of the racial groups in their

5p = 0.046 with state fixed effects.
"p = 0.055 with state fixed effects.
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heritage as their minority racial groups become more salient and their White identities less

salient.
Figure 3.9: Identification as Biracial across racial context.
(Sample: All Biracials; Source: CMPS)
Identity Choice: Biracial Identity Choice: Biracial ldentity Choice: Biracial
Black-Whites Latino-Whites Asian-Whites
1.004
= 0.7
= 0.75
= 0.6 -
<4
o 0.5 -
- 041 ’ 0.507
1]
B 0.4
=] 0.25
[iH} g J
£ 0z 0.3
T T T T T T T T T T G.UD T T T T T
10 05 00 05 10 10 05 00 05 10 10 05 00 05 10
Minority-White Context

North Carolina Statewide Voter File

Next, | repeat the previous identity choice models using a modified comportment of the
North Carolina Statewide Voter File. An important difference between the models presented
below using voter file data and previous models are that racial context is now measured at the
census-tract-level as derived from the 2020 decennial census. Specifically, since the voter file
contains each person’s individual address, I am able to use geocoding to append a wide variety
of variables corresponding to measurements of racial context. Since census-tract-level data is the
most granular measurement of context available on the most recent decennial census, the
following models will use census-tract-level measurements.

Consistent with the expectations of RRS, nominal Black-White and Latino-White
Biracials’ identity choices trend according to the racial group most numerous within their social
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context (i.e. the racial composition of their census tract). Specifically, Figure 3.10 demonstrates
that Black-Whites are 33 percentage points more likely to identify as Black in heavily Black
census tracts than they are in heavily White tracts. Similarly, Latino-Whites in the North
Carolina are 22 percentage points more likely to identify as Latino in completely Latino contexts
than in White contexts. In terms of White identity, context remains a potent predictor in that
Black-Whites are 15 percentage points less likely to identify as White across Black-White
Context, and Latino-Whites are 27 points less likely.

That context is shown to meaningfully predict identification as White among Black-
White Biracials in North Carolina may be particularly notable given the expected social and
institutional norms regarding race. Residing in the U.S. South, North Carolina possesses a
historical legacy of racially regressive heuristics such as the championing of slavery prior to the
Civil War and strict adherence to the one-drop rule (O’Connell et al., 2020). Yet, even this
southern state which is thought to maintain an allegiance to the practice of hypodescent, Black-
White Biracials are still opting to identify singularly as White, and they are doing so in relation
to the racial composition of the spaces in which they live. Hence, even in this southern state
which is thought to have major constraints in terms of the racial group boundaries part-Black
individuals can traverse, these boundaries appear to still be quite permeable for Biracials. This
phenomenon is an important one because it is a story that is often lost in aggregate depictions of
the characterization of Black-White Biracials, one that has tended to paint a picture of them as
uniformly Black despite their obvious heterogenous nature.

On the other hand, Asian-Whites do not appear to vary much in their identity choices as
the racial composition of their census tract changes. While we have observed some heterogeneity

with respect to the way that context relates to identity choice for Asian-Whites within each
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dataset, it is also worth mentioning that North Carolina as a state has relatively few Asian voters,
and therefore has very census tracts which are overwhelmingly dominated by Asians. Still, we
will see in the Florida file below that the expected trends for Asian-Whites do appear in the

south, and often in strong fashion.

Figure 3.10: Identity choice across racial context.

(Sample: All Biracials; Source: North Carolina VVoter Flle)
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Minarity-White Context

Florida Statewide Voter File
Lastly, Figure 3.11 presents the results of logistic regressions modeling identity choice
using the Florida Statewide Voter File. Here, we observe an absolutely striking pattern in that

identity choice is both correlated with racial context at high levels of statistical significance for
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all Biracial subgroups. Additionally, each Biracial subgroup seems to vary quite precipitously in
their differences of identity choice across racial context. One observation that stands out is that
the Latino-Whites have exceedingly small confidence bands. This is in part be due to the fact
that there is a large population of nominal Latino-White Biracials in Florida. However, it likely
also reflects that Latino-Whites in Florida experience very stark and authoritative social
pressures which condition them to make real-world decisions about which racial groups with
whom they feel that they belong. These social pressures appear to be intimately linked to
geographic context in that neighborhoods and communities which are predominantly Latino
exert a strong influence on Latino-White Biracials, incentivizing them to ingratiate sameness by
identifying solely with their dominant group.

Lastly, the results from the Florida dataset demonstrates once again that the identity
choices of Asian-Whites adhere strongly to the expectations set forth by RRS. Specifically,
nominal Asian-White Biracials are shown to be 13 percentage points more likely to identify
singularly as Asian and 17 points less likely to identify as White when moving from completely
White to completely Asian spaces.

While the robust findings present in the Florida dataset in terms of racial identity are
quite supportive of the existence of RRS among Biracials, it is important to acknowledge some
of the limitations with regards to empirical inference. Specifically (and as described above and
again later) in order to identify Biracials in the voter files | applied a unique matching algorithm
which isolated households whom with high probability contain both intermarried parents and
their Biracial children. While there is a level of known error associated with identifying these
Biracials (e.g. some of those I identify as Biracial may actually be the niece, step-child, adopted

child, or grandchild rather than a biological child) and though those errors are evenly distributed
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across the sample (i.e. ACS replication shows that an equal proportion of non-Biracials identified
through my algorithm are minority and White) those errors rates may not be uniformly
distributed across context. For example, it may be the case that voters accidentally identified as
Biracial in highly minority spaces are more likely to be minorities than those accidentally
identified as Biracial in highly White spaces, which would bias the voter file findings. As a
consequence, please keep this limitation in mind when interpreting the voter file and identity
results.

Regardless, all told, and with few exceptions, existing evidence quite demonstratively
corroborates that racial context is indeed highly related to the identity choice of Biracials, as is

the expectation of RRS.

Figure 3.11. Identity choice across racial context.

(Sample: All Biracials; Source: Florida Voter File)
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