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Abstract: Sociologists largely failed to comprehend the emergence of 

multiracial identities in the United States during the late 1980s and early 

1990s. This was due, in part, to hypodescent and the monoracial imperative. 

These social devices, respectively, categorize offspring of interracial unions 

between Whites and people of color based exclusively on the background of 

color, and necessitate single-racial identification. This has prohibited the 

articulation and recognition of multiracial identities. Hypodescent and the 

monoracial imperative are so normative that they have been taken for granted 

by sociologists across the monoracial spectrum, much as the larger society. 

Sociology’s espoused objectivity blinded sociologists to the standpoint of their 

own monoracial subjectivity. They provided little critical examination of 

hypodescent and the monoracial imperative in terms of their impact on 

multiracial identity formations. Some sociologists challenged theories of 

marginality, which stressed the psychological dysfunction of multiracials. Yet 

multiracial identities were considered symptomatic of mainly isolated 

psychological concerns with personal identity. Sociologists were absent from 

analyses of collective identity and agency speaking to mixed-race concerns. 

Consequently, they remained on the periphery of social scientific theorizing 

of multiracial identities in terms of their wider-ranging implications. 

Keywords: group formation, hypodescent, mixed race, multiracial, sociological 

theories of race, the one-drop rule. 

 

Introduction: The Failure in Historical Perspective 

 

McKee (1993), in Sociology and the Race Problem: The Failure of a Perspective, argued 

most U.S. sociologists of race relations failed to chart the trajectory that emerged in the 1950s and 

1960s. Specifically, they did not foresee Blacks emerging as autonomous political actors in the 

civil rights struggle. Blacks supposedly lacked the sociocultural capital to commandeer a 

movement for their own liberation. This myopia was also attributable to the prevailing order-

functionalist paradigm that disregarded and disparaged conflict as a meaningful tool for bringing 

about social structural change (Blauner, 1972; Horton, 1966; McKee, 1993; Steinberg, 2007). The 

order-functional paradigm envisioned the integration of Blacks into the larger society in a manner similar 

to that of European immigrants, however much in the distant future. This would be accomplished 

through gradual, piecemeal, and above all peaceful, reform, not radical transformation. Whites would 

be at the helm of collaborative initiatives with “sober-minded” Blacks to achieve this goal (Feagin 

& Feagin, 2012; McKee, 1993). 

Blauner (1972), Ladner (1973), and others argued this failure to anticipate the African-

American civil rights movement is attributable to a perspective constructed by and reflecting the 

 
1 This subtitle borrows from McKee (1993). 
2 Corresponding Author E-Mail: rdaniel@soc.ucsb.edu 
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standpoint and White racial subjectivity of elite European American male sociologists who dominated 

the discipline. Racial subjectivity is the specific way individuals are informed by and interact with the 

racial dynamics of the world they inhabit. This includes the social and cultural processes of race 

relations as well as the political economy (Enstad, 1999). Individuals’ racial standpoint is impacted by 

their racial group membership and is a product of a group’s history in a given society (Kinefuchi & 

Orbe, 2008). Sociologists’ supposed value-free sociology was, in fact, implicitly and explicitly 

value-laden with White racist and White supremacist biases of the larger society from its 

institutionalization in the 1890s well into the 1960s, and so normative and common sense that they 

were taken for granted (Blauner, 1972; Ladner, 1973; McKee, 1993). 

Blauner, Steinberg, and Ladner maintained the sociological establishment was even more 

taken off guard by the radical insurgency of the Black power movement, Black nationalism, and 

violent urban uprisings in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s. Their agenda not only espoused 

immediate social transformation rather than gradual reform, but also jettisoned integration as a goal. 

Instead, Blacks were viewed as a plural society and culture separate from that of Whites (Blauner, 1972; 

Ladner, 1973; Ringer, 1983; Steinberg, 2007). Beginning in the early 1970s, Blauner and others 

reckoned with these developments in the power-conflict framework (Feagin & Feagin, 2012; 

Horton, 1966). This paradigm emphasized the historical and contemporary structural obstacles 

placing Blacks and other groups of color disproportionately at the bottom of society. Their experience 

was considered significantly different from that of Whites in terms of their overall structural inclusion 

and social advantages (Telles & Sue, 2020). 

Power-conflict theories also point out the pursuit or accomplishment of integration among 

communities of color in terms of structural equity in the political economy and other areas of the 

public sphere, did not necessarily indicate a desire or ability to achieve cultural integration in a 

manner similar to European immigrants and their descendants (Blauner, 1972; Gurer, 2019; Ladner 

1973; Rodríguez-García, 2015; Song, 2009; Steinberg, 2007). That integration included embracing 

Anglo-American values, behaviors, beliefs, customs, and artefacts to the exclusion of their own core 

culture (Telles & Sue, 2020). Anglo-Americanization encompasses, among other things, reification 

of private property and private enterprise, as well as viewing electoral politics rather than radical 

and revolutionary insurgency, as the primary means of political change (Cheeseboro, 1999). 

Integration also does not necessarily indicate a desire or ability to racially integrate into the 

larger (and ostensibly White) mainstream, at least as deracinated “others,” subsequent to increased 

interracial marriage, even if it were available. Instead, the possibility of racial integration is the 

final and most visible step. Taken to its conclusion, this type of integration, along with cultural 

integration, would lead to erasure of the particularity of Blacks and other communities of color 

(Alba, 2009, 2020; Armstrong, 2019; Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Gans, 2012; Newman, 2020; Rodríguez-

García, 2015; Song, 2009; Telles & Sue, 2020). 

Given that sociologists historically defined the race problem as the “Negro problem,” they 

were even less attentive to civil rights or nationalist movements among other communities of color 

such as “brown power” among Latinas/os, “red power” among Native Americans, and “yellow 

power” among Asian Americans (Omi & Winant, 1994). Juan Perea (1997) attributes this omission to 

the Black-White binary, which has historically tended to marginalize the racial experiences of these 

and other nonWhite groups. Their experiences have instead, typically been framed and understood 

by the Black-White polarity. O’Brien refers to these groups as the “racial middle” (O’Brien, 2008) 

based on the racial and, to some extent, cultural markers that differentiate them from Whites and 

Blacks (Alcoff, 2006; Gines, 2013; Kim, 1999). 

Borrowing on O’Brien’s concept, I maintain U.S. sociologists have historically largely 

omitted deliberations on the “mixed racial middle.” By virtue of this exclusion, sociologists lacked 
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a meaningful framework for studying experiences informed by identifications with ancestral (and 

cultural) ties to both White and nonWhite, or several nonWhite, racial groups. Thus, much as they 

failed to anticipate developments in the 1950s and 1960s, sociologists were unprepared for and 

unable to comprehend the emergence of multiraciality as the basis for identity formations beginning in 

the late 1980s and early 1990s (Daniel et al., 2014; Newman, 2020). This failure is credited to a 

standpoint informed by hypodescent and the monoracial imperative.3 These social devices, 

respectively, categorize multiracials according to their most subaltern racial background and necessitate 

monoracial (single-racial) identification. This has disallowed, and indeed repressed, the articulation 

and recognition of multiracial identities, that is, identification with more than one racial background 

(Davis, 2001). 

 

Hypodescent and the Monoracial Imperative: Excluding the Mixed Racial Middle 

 

Sociologists provided little critical examination of the social forces preventing multiracial 

identity formations. Instead, monoraciality and hypodescent were taken for granted. Much as the larger 

society, sociologists across the monoracial spectrum, who dominated the discipline, internalized norms 

of the U.S. racial order while their espoused objectivity blinded them to their own monoracial 

subjectivity and positionality (Horton, 1966). Sociologists’ assumed value-free ethos was, in fact, 

imbued with inherent monoracial biases that have permeated the discipline since its inception and 

institutionalization in the 1890s (Blauner, 1972; Ladner, 1973; McKee, 1993; Steinberg, 2007). 

English Americans began enforcing hypodescent and the monoracial imperative during the 

late 17th and early 18th centuries to maintain social divisions between themselves as the dominant 

“White” group and subaltern “nonWhite” groups. Hypodescent has thus buttressed a binary racial 

order that broadly necessitates identification as either White or nonWhite. It was implemented as 

part of antimiscegenation legislation regulating interracial intimacy, specifically interracial marriages, 

and defining as nonWhite any progeny born of these relationships. Black-White relations were the most 

common targets of these statutes and suffered the most severe restrictions (Murray, 1997). 

In the 1660s, Virginia authorities enacted laws to deter interracial intimacy and to punish 

Black/White children, that is, mulattoes, with prolonged servitude. Beginning in the 1690s, Maryland 

and other colonies followed Virginia’s lead. Notably, antimiscegenation legislation was initially concerned 

with interracial relations and marriages between European women—particularly indentures—and enslaved 

men of African descent. The earliest laws did not actually forbid interracial marriages. Rather, they sought 

to deter them by imposing stiff fines or severe penalties including banishment, whippings, and additional 

terms of servitude for the women. They also stipulated children born of these marriages would be 

indentured (Davis, 2001). 

By the mid-eighteenth century, Black-White marriages in the Southern and some Northern 

colonies were stigmatized where they were not legally prohibited. Black male-White female unions, 

whether casual, common-law, or legalized in marriage, were strictly forbidden. These relationships 

threatened the sanctity of White womanhood and the integrity of the White family, which were pivotal to 

preserving White racial “purity” (Douglas, 1966) and numerical self-perpetuation, as well as the 

intergenerational transmission of White wealth, power, privilege, and prestige (Davis, 2001). The key 

difference, however, was found in public attitudes (Nash, 2014), which continued to tolerate sexual 

assault and extended concubinage involving White men and women of African descent. Those unions 

 
3 Harris (1964) coined the term “hypodescent” referring the one-drop rule, which designates as black anyone with 

“one-drop of African blood.” In principle, hypodescent is applicable to degrees of ancestry less restrictive than the 

one-drop rule in terms of blackness as well as to all mixed-race combinations. 
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had no legal standing, posed little threat to slave-based racial order, and would become the source of most 

subsequent miscegenation (Spickard, 1989). 

Moreover, these men typically disavowed their mulatto offspring from these relationships. Indeed, 

hypodescent conveniently exempted White landowners (particularly slaveholders) from the legal 

obligation of passing on inheritance and other benefits to their multiracial children. Hypodescent did not, 

however, increase the numbers of slaves. Multiracial offspring were slaves, contingent upon the status of 

the mother, not hypodescent. Rather, hypodescent increased the numbers of Blacks, whether slave or free. 

The Anglo-American patriarchy thus found the ideal solution to its labor needs, extramarital sexual 

behaviour, and obsession with protecting White racial purity, as well as economic and political power 

(Nash, 2014). The ramifications of hypodescent reached momentous proportions with the 

institutionalization of Jim Crow segregation at the turn of the twentieth century. This legally sanctioned 

the unequal treatment of Blacks and other communities of color in most aspects of social life (Davis, 

2001). 

Davis (2001) argued hypodescent has been applied most stringently to first-generation offspring. 

But it is less applicable to those with Latina/o ancestry, Asian American ancestry (Spickard, 1989), and 

Native American ancestry, especially those without connections to Native American reservations 

(Wilson, 1992). Frequently, these individuals and successive generations have been allowed 

flexibility in terms of their self-identifications. Jordan (2014) maintained this flexibility has not 

extended to individuals of African and European descent, whether first-generation or later. They have 

instead, experienced the most restrictive rule of hypodescent—the one-drop rule—which designates as 

Black all individuals with any African ancestry. Unique to the United States and only applied to 

individuals of African descent, this device has historically precluded self-identification and ensured 

that all future descendants with African ancestry have been designated and have self-identified as 

solely Black. It gained currency as the commonsense definition of Blackness between the 17th and 19th 

centuries (Davis, 2001) but did not become a customary part of the legal apparatus until the early 

twentieth century (circa 1915). 

U.S. attitudes toward the “dual minority” offspring of African Americans and other groups of 

color have varied (Forbes, 1988; Loewen, 1971). All have generally been subject to the one-drop rule 

and monoracial formations but greater ambivalence is displayed toward non-Black dual minority 

offspring such as Asian Indian/Mexican Americans (“Punjabi Mexicans”) (Leonard, 1992) and 

Filipino/Mexican Americans (“Mexipinos”) (Guevarra, 2012). These groups occupy a more ambiguous 

position in the U.S. racial hierarchy with membership less clearly defined in law. Hypodescent still 

tends to push these dual-minority multiracials toward the less privileged background in the racial 

hierarchy, though the most subaltern background can vary situationally. Moreover, in each instance, 

monoracial norms have historically disallowed the articulation and recognition of multiracial identities. 

Hypodescent, particularly the one-drop rule, and the monoracial imperative, are the cornerstones 

of the U.S. binary racial order. Lipsitz maintained the resulting “possessive investment” in Whiteness 

(Lipsitz, 1998, p. 2) has been critical to maintaining White racism and racial privilege despite 

increasing repudiation beginning in the 1960s and 1970s of notions of White racial purity and 

White supremacy. White racism leads to significantly different life chances and overall quality of 

life along racial lines, including grossly inequitable access to education, employment, health care, 

transportation, and housing, etc. These outcomes are not merely the byproducts of benign neglect. 

Rather, they are the accumulation of the purposeful designs of Whites that assign people of 

different racial groups to differential and inequitable social spaces (Lipsitz, 2011). 

The structures that produce unearned benefits of Whiteness, themselves grounded in hypodescent, 

and are responsible for pervasive and egregious forms of structural oppression against people of color, also 

benefit monoracial groups of color (“monoracial privilege”) (Nadal et al., 2011, p. 43). Though these 
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groups do not experience anything near the advantages of Whites, they have many cultural, social, 

economic, political outlets, and resources (Daniel et al., 2014), which may make it difficult for them to 

recognize their own monoracial privilege and biases. Whether intentional or unintentional, their own 

discriminatory attitudes and practices form part of what Johnston and Nadal referred to as “monoracism” 

(Johnston & Nadal, 2010, p. 125). 

Although monoraciality and hypodescent go hand in hand, they are not necessarily synonymous. 

The impetus behind support of monoraciality and, by extension, hypodescent among Whites differs 

considerably from that of communities of color. Whites historically formulated hypodescent to sustain 

monoracial imperatives based on the dichotomous and hierarchical ranking of racial (and cultural) 

differences in support of White racial exclusivity. But the unintended consequences of hypodescent 

and monoraciality for groups of color, especially for Blacks, was that exclusionary boundaries also 

helped forge and legitimate their monoracial group identities. 

According to Jones (1994), the possessive investment of communities of color in hypodescent and 

monoraciality is grounded in the belief these are necessary for maintaining community and solidarity in 

the struggle against inequities perpetuated by White racism, oppression, and privilege. Communities of 

color thus uphold monoraciality and the accompanying dichotomization of racial differences by 

rearticulating (Omi & Winant, 2014, p. 164) rather than by reproducing hypodescent. This process 

involves the repetition of hypodescent in support of racial difference without hierarchy, that is, difference 

based on equality. Notwithstanding this critical distinction, however, the outcome in both cases is the 

same: individuals reinforce, if only unwittingly, racial designations as if they were mutually exclusive 

and singular categories of experience as well as objective phenomena with an independent existence. 

 

The Postcivil Rights Era: Multiracial Identities and Mixed-Race Experiences 

 

The African-American civil rights movement helped dismantle Jim Crow segregation and 

achieved the implementation of legislation in the 1950s and 1960s that dissolved legal racial 

discrimination and inequality. The landmark 1967 Loving v. Virginia decision, which overturned statutes 

in the sixteen states prohibiting racial intermarriage, was a concomitant outcome of these gains. 

Comparatively more fluid social relations in the postcivil rights era led to the growth in the number of 

interracial marriages and in the numbers of multiracial offspring from these unions. Legalized 

marriages as consensual relationships include an element of choice, unlike coercive unions of the past 

under colonial domination; military occupation; and, particularly, slavery. Moreover, marriage confers 

equal legal status on both parties and, by extension, equal legitimacy on both parents’ identities. 

Yet even with the removal of legal restrictions on interracial marriage, there was no immediate 

social challenge to hypodescent or to the monoracial imperative in terms of racial categories and 

identification (Roberts, 1994). It was not until the late 1970s and early 1980s that many interracial 

couples, particularly individuals in Black-White relationships, began to counter norms by socializing 

their children to embrace multiracial identities. They also formed educational and support organizations 

addressing the concerns of interracial families and multiracial people, particularly their marginalization 

and frequently erasure and pathologization (DaCosta, 2007; Daniel, 2001; Williams, 2008, 2017). 

Some of the celebratory and, at times, overenthusiastic images seeking to address and remedy 

these attitudes, including those in the mainstream media and popular culture, have understandably 

been criticized for espousing a naïve egalitarianism reinforcing and perpetuating the notion that 

interracial marriages would lead to a more tolerant society (Childs, 2005, 2009; Rodriguez-Garcia 

et al., 2016). There were also imaginings that multiracials are automatically imbued with special 

temperamental qualities, which make them ideally suited as the solution to racism and racial 
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inequality (Daniel et al., 2014). Notwithstanding caveats, these images have been important in terms 

of valorizing interracial relationships and multiracial experiences. 

Post-Loving multiracial identities include “first-generation” offspring of interracial marriages 

in which both parents are socially designated and self-identified as monoracial regardless of their 

multiple racial backgrounds. These identities are also exhibited by “multigenerational” individuals 

with two biracial-identified parents; or by those with one biracial-identified and one monoracial-

identified parent. The multigeneration identity is also displayed by individuals who have parents, 

or even generations of ancestors, socially designated as monoracial despite multiple racial backgrounds 

(Daniel, 2001). 

Data indicate multiracial identities are influenced but not necessarily determined by individuals’ 

phenotypical traits; family, peers, and society also have a significant impact (Bradshaw, 1992; Hall, 

1992; Pauker et al., 2018; Root, 1990; Sims, 2016; Wallace, 2001; Wijeyesinghe, 2012). These 

data also show multiracial-identified individuals have multiple and shifting contextual and 

temporal points of reference rather than fixed or predictable parameters (Brunsma et al., 2013; Pauker 

et al., 2018; Pew Research Center, 2015; Poston, 1990; Root, 1992). 

Notwithstanding illusive parameters, however, multiracial identities manifest themselves 

between the boundaries of monoracial groups, extending outward from liminal locations contingent 

upon an individual’s orientation toward the groups that compose their background. A shared liminality 

based on identification with more than one racial background is, in fact, an integral, fundamental 

part of the self-conception of multiracial-identified individuals and a defining component of all 

mixed-race experiences (Anzaldúa, 1987; Castañeda-Liles, 2012; Cornell & Hartmann, 1998; DaCosta, 

2007; Daniel, 2001, Daniel, 2021; Field, 1996; Renn, 2004; Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002; Wallace, 

2001; Wilton et al., 2013). 

Zarine Rocha (2016) contended multiracial identities indicate strategic choices individuals 

operationalize calling into question and refusing to fit into traditional racial categories buttressed by and 

sustaining monoracialism. Although multiracial identities contest the mutually exclusive nature of racial 

boundaries, they do not dismiss monoracial forms of identification in and of themselves as illegitimate. 

They rather, question the external ascription of monoracial identifications as the norm against which all 

other forms of identification are deemed unacceptable. Depending on the circumstances, individuals may 

manifest different affinities or resonances with specific components of their backgrounds, as well as with 

the groups that embody them. In direct contradiction to hypodescent, they do not privilege any one 

background over the other in terms of intrinsic value and worth. These identities challenge the hierarchical 

valuation of racial differences and their inequitable power relations (Brown, 1990; Daniel, 2001; Daniel, 

2021; Gaither, 2015; Korgen, 1998; Wardle, 1987). 

Multiracial identities therefore interrogate the monoracial comportment line supporting 

European Americans’ investment in Whiteness with its associated cultural, social, economic, political, 

and other advantages. These identities also call into question the equally profound investment 

communities of color have in preserving monoracial identities in response to those inequities. They 

overlook or outright reject the possibility of a multiracial identity formulated on nonhierarchical or 

antiracist, that is, critical, premises. Consequently, multiracial identities are not regarded as resistance 

to the core and foundational tenets of U.S. racial commonsense. Instead, they are often conflated with 

the desire to evade racial stigma and achieve social advantages closer to Whites in the racial hierarchy 

(Elam, 2011; Sexton, 2008; Spencer, 1997; Spencer, 1999). There is no substantive data to support the 

notion multiracial identity formations actually aspire to Whiteness. Yet some individuals may identify 

as multiracial in order to achieve White adjacency. Furthermore, multiracial identities, like all racial 

identities, continue to function under the constrictions of the U.S. racial order that privilege individuals 
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who more closely approximate European Americans in terms of physical appearance as well as 

assumed behavioral and attitudinal characteristics.4 

Numerous studies indicate multiracials display a critical awareness of these inequities. This 

can range from informal criticism of everyday manifestations of racist power dynamics to formal 

engagement in antiracist work, which centers the role multiracials can perform in the struggle for 

racial justice (Buggs, 2017; Daniel, 2001, 2014, Daniel, 2021; Harris, 2019; Jackson, 2012; Renn, 2004; 

Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002; Wallace, 2001; Wijeyesinghe, 2012). This is not to suggest 

multiracial identities are inherently the solution, in and of themselves, to racism and racial inequality 

(Daniel, 2001, 2006; Mahtani, 2014; Warren & Sue, 2011). Rather, this posits multiraciality—and more 

broadly, “betwixt and between” conceptual stances—as a template for engaging in a social praxis that 

critiques racial essentialism and racial hierarchy and supports more inclusive collective subjectivities 

across the racial spectrum, including multiracials. This can help avoid defensive-aggressive 

polarizations bound in an irresolvable stalemate between inclusion and exclusion, which may be 

counterproductive in terms of collaborating on other issue-based concerns. These stances therefore 

offer a basis from which to advance thinking and policies that seek to ameliorate racism, racial 

inequalities, and foster social justice (Daniel et al., 2014; Daniel, 2021; Jolivette, 2011; Williams, 2017; 

Williams et al., 1996). 

 

Betwixt and Between: From Marginality to Liminality in the Social Sciences 

 

In the 1980s and 1990s, psychologists and social psychologists conducted the majority of 

social science research on mixed-race identities and multiracial experiences. Some anthropologists 

and scholars in social work also made inroads (Daniel et al., 2014; Root, 1992). Sociology was less 

visible, aside from the work of a few individuals. Niemonen examined all racial and ethnic relations 

articles (677 articles in total) published over a twenty-seven-year period from January 1969 through 

December 1995 in American Journal of Sociology, American Sociological Review, Social Forces, 

and Social Problems. He found the articles borrow from, take for granted, accept, and indeed reify 

U.S. racial commonsense or U.S. Census definitions of race and ethnicity as opposed to critically 

evaluating or critiquing them (Niemonen, 1997). An interrogation of these categories would be 

central to any discussion of multiraciality and mixed-race experiences. 

Daniel found a similar pattern in his examination of Sociological Abstracts to determine 

the presence or absence of discussions of multiraciality and mixed-race experiences in U.S. journal 

articles. He discerned that articles investigating the topic of race from 1952 to 1992, the year of 

publication of Root’s (1992) ground-breaking Racially Mixed People in America, indicated limited 

attention to the topic of multiraciality and mixed-race experiences.5 Between 1988 and 1992, there 

 
4 See, for example, Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Allen et al., 2000; Hagiwara et al., 2012; Hughes and Hertel, 1990; Keith & 

Herring, 1991; Monk, 2014; Rondilla & Spickard, 2007; Viglione et al., 2011; Wade et al., 2004; Weaver, 2015. 
5 The search terms “race AND (United States) resulted in 3837 abstracts; “race AND (United States) AND (mixed race)” 

yielded 55 relevant results; “race AND (United States) AND (multiracial) provided 2 relevant results both of which were 

duplicates of the previous search under mixed race. Some articles examined interracial marriage (23); others examined 

multiraciality, mixed-race offspring, and mixed-races experiences (33), many of them on Hawai’i (8), a state that has 

historically had a high percentage of interracial marriages and multiracial offspring. Interestingly, there were several 

articles specifically on communities commonly referred to as “triracial isolates” (7). These communities are composed of 

individuals of varying degrees of European, African, and Native American ancestry, who for several generations have 

asserted identities that resist the U.S. monoracial imperative (see Daniel 2001, 2006). However, of approximately 396 

books published between 1989-2005 on the topic of multiracial identities, mixed race experiences, and related topics 

in terms of U.S. racial formation only 10 were written by sociologists. An examination of 40 standard U.S. sociology 

undergraduate textbooks published in the 1990s reveals a noticeable absence of the topic. 
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was a noticeable increase in the number of articles, with a dramatic increase from 1992 to 2013.6 

In 1995, and particularly beginning in 1998, papers, roundtables, sections, and regular sessions on 

multiracial identity became a recurring component of American Sociological Association annual 

meetings. This is a significant development. One cannot, however, consider it emblematic of exponential 

or dramatic growth.7 

That said, an important advance in research on multiraciality was to reevaluate the concept 

of marginality, which had focused on the psychological dysfunction purportedly originating in 

mixed-race experiences (McKibben, 2018). According to this line of reasoning, marginality was 

necessarily pathological. Individuals ostensibly stood on the margin of two racial or cultural and 

often mutually exclusive and hostile worlds, not fully a member of either. This caused life-long 

personal conflict characterized by divided loyalties, ambivalence, and hypersensitivity (Caballero 

& Aspinall, 2015; Smith, 1986; Stonequist, 1937). 

Admittedly, such theories emerged when the U.S. was significantly more hostile to the 

affirmation of multiracial identities, thinking that fixated on the supposed genetic inferiority of 

multiracials and was supported by scientific racism and theories of hybrid degeneracy (Caballero 

& Aspinall, 2015). By the end of the first half of the twentieth century, these theories had largely 

been substituted with theories of marginality. These focused on the psychological dysfunction 

purportedly originating in mixed-race experiences rather than on social forces that made psychological 

functioning difficult for multiracials. They therefore supported the prevailing ideology that prohibited 

or discouraged miscegenation seeking to preserve White racial purity and dominance (Daniel, 

2001, 2006). 

Theories of “negative” marginality emphasizing pathology, especially the work of sociologist 

Stonequist (1901–1979), overshadowed the nuances of sociologist Park’s (1864–1944) original 

“marginal man” thesis in the 1920s (Caballero & Aspinall, 2015; Daniel, 2001, 2006; Park, 1928; 

Park in Stonequist, 1937). Park did not dismiss the challenges, psychological ambivalence, and 

conflict that could accompany marginality. However, he believed “positive” marginality could also 

imbue individuals with a broader vision and wider-ranging sympathies (as cited in Stonequist, 

1937, p. xiii–xviii), which might enable them to help facilitate mutual understanding between 

individuals from different groups (Goldberg, 2012; Marotta, 2007; Smith, 1986). Notwithstanding 

Park’s conceptualization, which was elaborated on and refined by subsequent sociologists (Antonovsky, 

1956; Gist & Dworkin, 1972; Goldberg, 1941; Green, 1947; Kerchkhoff & McCormick, 1955; Wright 

& Wright, 1972), the received wisdom reified theories of negative marginality. 

In addition, prior to the 1980s, the identity formation of children of interracial marriages had 

received limited attention from educators, researchers, social scientists, and mental health professionals. 

The extant research was outdated, contradictory, or based on small-scale case studies of children 

experiencing “problems” with identity and referred for psychological counseling (Hall, 1992; Taylor-

Gibbs, 1987; Taylor-Gibbs & Hines, 1992). Rather than positing these identity struggles as a sign of 

alienation in response to the perceived illogics of hypodescent and monoraciality (Spickard, 1992), they 

were deemed symptomatic of anomie or temporary deviations in an otherwise functioning racial order 

(Horton, 1966). In terms of children with Black and White parentage, professionals stressed the 

 
6 Using the search terms “race AND (United States) AND (mixed race),” Daniel found 100 relevant results; using “race 

AND (United States) AND (multiracial) he found 65 relevant articles most of them duplicates of titles found under mixed 

race. 
7 ASA Annual Meetings https://www.asanet.org/news-events/meetings/previous-annual-meetings. Yet Daniel’s 

observations of public behavior found there was still considerable controversy, conflict, and even acrimony surrounding 

multiracial identity displayed by attendees at sessions and panels of the American Sociological Association and Pacific 

Sociological Association annual meetings well into the late 1990s and early 2000s. 
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importance of learning to cope as African Americans because society would view them as such. 

Their mental health was assessed in terms of how successfully or unsuccessfully they achieved a 

Black identity (Hall, 1992; McKibben, 2018; Taylor-Gibbs, 1987; Taylor-Gibbs & Hines, 1992; Tizard 

& Phoenix, 1994). 

 

The Multiracial Movement and Positive Marginality 

 

By the 1980s, a new wave of research finally put to rest theories of negative marginality. These 

and subsequent studies indicated multiracials, generally speaking, are just as well-adjusted as monoracials, 

notwithstanding the various challenges they may encounter in forming positive identities (Daniel, 2001; 

Goldberg, 2012; Poston, 1990; Root, 1990, 1992; Wijeyesinghe, 2012; Williams-León & Nakashima, 2001). 

The concept of positive marginality (or liminality), that is, the sense of being “betwixt and between,” 

(Turner, 1967, p. 97), in turn, gained greater acceptance among mental health professionals (Hall, 1992). 

That said, there was limited information on the actual size of the multiracial population, which 

was rarely visible in statistical series and reports produced by state and federal agencies. This may have, 

of itself, dampened scholarly interest in the population. Yet in the late 1980s and early 1990s 

demographers increasingly began to grapple with the statistical implications of this population as 

interracial couples and multiracial-identified individuals began lobbying the racial state to change 

procedures in collecting official data on race and ethnicity—particularly on the 1990 census—so that 

multiracial-identifying individuals could be enumerated. The subsequent burst in sociological and other 

scholarship seeking to capture this population can be attributed, in part, to the publication of findings 

from the 2000 and 2010 censuses, which, for the first time, allowed multiracials to check more than 

one box on the census race question (Chew et al., 1989; DaCosta, 2007; Daniel, 2001, 2006; Lee, 1993; 

Waters, 2000; Williams, 2008, 2017).8 

The increased saliency of “multiracial” as a self-identifier and category came about through 

the growth in the population of multiracials sometimes referred to as the “Loving Generation” 

(Daniel et al., 2014, p. 17). These individuals were born in the late 1960s and early 1970s following 

the Loving v. Virginia decision although some definitions extend the parameters into the early 

1980s. Prewitt (2013) argued the multiracial movement gained increased momentum in the 1980s and 

1990s in concert with growing support of multiculturalism. This framework espoused an egalitarian 

ethos valuing racial and cultural diversity, which was stimulated by the immigrant wave of the period. 

Indeed, Prewitt maintains “It was in the context of immigration-driven multiculturalism that the 

movement to recognize multiraciality in the census gained political traction” (Prewitt, 2013, p. 132). 

During the height of the intense activity in the late 1990s surrounding the census debate, 

the multiracial movement was composed of 30 grassroots organizations with about 3,500 active 

participants (Williams, 2008, 2017).9 Yet activism surrounding multiracial identity politics was 

 
8 Activists were unsuccessful in bringing about changes on the 1990 census. Yet their efforts came to fruition with the 

2000 census, which, for the first time, allowed multiracial-identified individuals to check more than one box on the 

census race question. Multiracials (or the “more than more race” population) totaled 7 million or 2.4 percent of the 

population. Based on 2010 census data their numbers increased to 9 million people—or 2.9 percent of the population. 

Although multiracials still make up only a fraction of the total population, this is a growth rate of about 32 percent 

since 2000. The publication of these findings may help explain the subsequent burst in sociological and other 

scholarship compared to the previous paucity of analyses attributable to the absence of these data. 
9 Its comparatively small size notwithstanding, political scientist Williams (2017) contended the multiracial movement 

set in motion a process that has both amplified and been amplified by broader structural and cultural changes in how 

people in the United States perceive race. Indeed, the size of active membership is not the final determinant of what 

constitutes a social movement. Tilly (2004) and Tarrow (2011) defined a social movement as sustained interaction 
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initially considered a marginal racial project. At best, the multiracial phenomenon was considered 

symptomatic of largely isolated and ephemeral psychological concerns with personal identity 

(Daniel et al., 2014; McKibben, 2018). It was located outside the normative terrain of the racial 

state, the public imagination, as well as that of most sociologists (Daniel, 2001, 2006; Williams, 

2008, 2017). Indeed, the topic was not discussed in the second edition of the canonical Racial 

Formation in the United States by sociologists Omi and Winant (1994). This new edition encompassed 

changes in U.S. racial formations since its initial publication in 1986. Yet it failed to include a 

discussion of the census debate that was well under way.10 The fact that sociologists failed to see 

what was there to be seen is a case study where the absence of evidence, or negative evidence, constitutes 

the evidence of absence. A meditation on what was not there in sociological analyses is thus part of a 

meaningful measurement of sociologists’ monoracial subjectivity and standpoint with respect to 

multiracial identities and mixed-race experiences in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Kinefuchi & Orbe, 

2008; Thompson & Scurich, 2018). 

 

The Power-Conflict and Order-Functional Paradigms 

 

Since the 1990s, the number of articles, book chapters, and monographs published on multiracial 

identities and mixed-race experiences has grown exponentially. Even a partial list would hardly do justice 

to the volume of publications. By 2004, scholarly articles had appeared in all the flagship and high-impact 

journals in sociology, psychology, anthropology, history, literature, as well as in other disciplines and 

fields of study (Daniel et al., 2014). Sociologists have made a valuable contribution to this research. 

Yet the multiracial phenomenon has been largely studied in terms of individual identity. There has been 

less engagement with analyses of broader structural concerns, social behavior, and social relations 

particularly collective identity, agency, and political action regarding the order-functional and power-

conflict paradigms. 

By virtue of their hybridity and liminal positionality, multiracial identities raise questions 

about the theoretical assumptions of these two paradigms of sociological analysis. On the one hand, 

multiracial identities challenge the power-conflict paradigm that essentially reinforces the notion 

multiracials will display single-racial identities of color. Monoracial identities are not only deemed 

normative but also a means of maintaining community and solidarity in the struggle against 

inequities perpetuated by White racism, oppression, and privilege. On the other hand, multiracial 

identities cast doubt on the order-functionalist paradigm, which portends the eventual racial absorption 

of multiracials into the larger racial (and ostensibly White) mainstream (or at least are no longer 

considered racialized “others”) due to increased interracial marriage (Alba, 2009, 2020; Bonilla-

Silva, 2003; Gans, 2012; Gordon, 1964; King-O’Riain, 2006; Lee & Bean, 2010; Newman, 2020; 

Qian & Lichter, 2007). 

Individuals with a more European American appearance among White/Asian American, 

White/Latinas/os, or White/Native American multiracials, have greater White adjacency in the 

racial order and are more easily able to achieve monoracial White identification (Bonilla-Silva, 

2003; Daniel, 2001, 2006; Mass, 1992). Research indicates this option is not necessarily available 

for multiracials with African ancestry because it is precluded by the one-drop rule, which still 

strongly influences identity formation through external imposition as well as self-ascription (Khanna, 

 
with elites, opponents, and authorities by ordinary people through various contentious displays, performances, and 

campaigns making collective claims. 
10 Omi (1997) published a referred journal article that contains a brief discussion of multiraciality and the census 

debate. The 3rd edition of Racial Formation in the United States, published in 2014, devotes considerable attention to the 

multiracial phenomenon. 
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2010, 2011; Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002; Roth, 2005). While the affirmation and acceptance of a 

multiracial identity partially negates the one-drop rule, to accomplish racial integration as White would 

require a complete societal repudiation of the rule (Daniel, 2006; Hoskins, 2011; Lee & Bean, 

2010; Strmic-Pawl, 2016). 

Bratter’s study (2007) of the intergenerational transfer of multiracial identities revealed 

robust evidence of the continuing impact of rigid racial categories and boundaries in terms of 

Black/White multiracials. These can be measured when multiracial-identified parents of African 

descent did not consistently transfer their identification to their offspring. Bratter discovered many 

individuals formed families with people of similar racial background (e.g., White/Black mother 

and Black father) and identified their children according to normative one-drop rule monoracial 

expectations (i.e., Black). Lee and Bean (2010) reached similar conclusions. Like Bratter, they attribute 

this retention to the enduring, if attenuated, influence of the one-drop rule. 

Other analyses indicate the one-drop rule has comparatively less impact on identity formation 

among multiracials of African descent. Some research indicates Black/White young people who 

phenotypically more closely approximate European Americans often have access to a White racial 

identity. This identity can result from the preponderance of Whites in their social milieu and/or 

relative lack of contact with family members and other Black individuals. Moreover, their identity 

is validated through social interaction, particularly with White peers (Khanna, 2010, 2011; Korgen, 

1998; Renn, 2004, 2008; Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002; Rockquemore & Laszloffy, 2005). 

Lee and Bean (2010), as well as Townsend et al. (2012), noted identifications can differ depending 

on the various backgrounds and identity options available. For example, Townsend et al. (2012) discovered 

Asian American/White individuals were more likely than Black/White or Latina/o/White individuals to 

identify as multiracial. Lee and Bean found multiracials of White/Asian American or White/Latina/o 

backgrounds have greater flexibility institutionally or through social interaction to identify as Asian 

American or Latina/o, respectively, as well as White or multiracial. Lee and Bean (2010), Hoskins (2011), 

and Miyawaki (2016), indicated that among many White/Asian American individuals there is 

nevertheless a trend heavily tilted in the direction of Whiteness in terms of marriage partners and 

progeny (Pew, 2015). 

Jiménez’s (2004) research also illustrated Latina/o/White multiracials and their offspring 

display considerable flexibility and variation with their identities, including the option to identify 

as Latina/o, multiracial, and White. Many are perceived as White, and for some, their Latina/o 

identity is largely “symbolic” without much impact on their daily lives (Miyawaki, 2016). Whereas 

Whiteness is possible for Latina/o/Whites, Hoskins (2011) and Romo (2011) contend “dual-minorities” 

(e.g., Latina/o/Blacks, Latina/o/Asian Americans, Black/Asian Americans, etc.) do not necessarily 

have this option; their background and physical appearance typically mark them as nonWhite 

whether they identify as multiracial or with one or both of their backgrounds of color. 

Song’s (2017) analysis of multiracial parents in Great Britain, that is, multiracials who 

marry other multiracials, provided an interesting counter. Her data indicated a strong retention of 

multiracial identities among the majority of her respondents and their offspring. Song recruited 62 

multiracial parents, 37 women and 25 men, with one White and one nonWhite parent. Most (54) 

were first-generation individuals whose backgrounds were composed of three groups reflecting the 

most common multiracial combinations in Britain: 32 Black/White, 19 South Asian/White, and 11 East 

Asian/White couples. Most multiracial parents identified their children on official forms as “mixed” (40), 

followed by White (14). None identified them as a monoracial “minority” (or group of color). 

Song cautioned against assuming identities selected on forms speak for themselves. Choosing 

a White identity, for example, does not necessarily reflect a desire to be White. Some parents 

identified their children as White due to their limited personal contact with their minority parent. 
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Others selected White due to the generational distance from their minority ancestor. Indeed, the few 

Black/White participants who identified their children as White did so because of this generational 

distance, as well as their children’s White appearance, which they understood as affording them status 

and protection. Others identified their children as mixed race even when they appeared White. 

A shared liminality grounded in identification with more than one racial background can 

become an integral component of multiracial self-conception. Yet Song found no unifying experience 

of multiracials in the “mixed” category. Of the 62 participants, 34 identified with multiracials while 28 

felt no commonality. Black/White multiracials displayed a stronger identification with other multiracials 

than did South Asian/White and East Asian/White respondents (Song, 2017). Larger samples would be 

needed to determine the relevance of these data in terms of their wider-ranging significance in Great 

Britain, and to what extent this pattern might be replicated in the United States, particularly in terms 

of a multiracial group or collective subjectivity. 

 

Conclusions: The Future of a Multiracial Collective Subjectivity 

 

Some insight into group identity appears in a Pew (2015) Research report “Multiracial in 

America” from an online survey of a nationally representative sample of 1,555 multiracials ages 

18 and older. For comparative purposes, an additional 1,495 adults from the general public were 

surveyed. These data indicate multiracials variously experience the boundaries of their individual identities 

as “thick” (comprehensive) or “thin” (less comprehensive) and the centers as “soft” (more diffuse) or 

“hard” (less diffuse). The boundaries and centers of a multiracial collective subjectivity are currently 

much closer, respectively, to the thin and soft end of the spectrum. 

Notwithstanding an embryonic sense of groupness among multiracials, multiracial designators 

currently function comparatively more as individual rather than as group identifiers, and are porous, 

multiple, and overlapping (Castañeda-Liles, 2012; Daniel, 2001; Johnston-Guerrero & Ford, 2015; 

Newman & Daniel, 2015; Pew, 2015; Spickard, 2016; Thornton, 1992). This could change if identities 

gain sufficient force to organize social and cultural life around a sense of groupness (Cornell & 

Hartman, 1998; Daniel, 2001). Indeed, some basic ingredients supporting a sense of groupness are 

apparent in the numerous social spaces that have emerged speaking to collective multiracial concerns. 

These include websites, social media, student groups and college courses, support and educational 

organizations, socials, festivals, and conferences (Daniel, 2001, 2006, 2021; Daniel et al., 2014; 

Jackson, 2012; Jones, 2011). 

Yet there may always be an intrinsic permeability to any sense of groupness among multiracials. 

To some extent this can be attributed to the fact that multiracial identities are still an emerging 

phenomenon. They have historically suffered constraints prohibiting their development. They are also 

composed of myriad backgrounds and experiences, which are themselves multidimensional. Indeed, the 

specific racial components of individuals’ backgrounds matter in terms of their sense of groupness, as 

survey research suggests there is an uneven degree to which subpopulations of multiracials of similar 

backgrounds identify with a broader multiracial collective subjectivity. Subgroup differences may 

impede the development of the sense of linked fate and shared experience uniting many Blacks and 

other groups of color. The feeling that one’s individual fate is linked to the overall well-being of one’s 

racial group would be a central component to solidifying any sense of groupness based on multiracial 

identities (Pew, 2015). Yet Song’s research indicated the absence of a sense of groupness among 

multiracials does not preclude the intergenerational transferal or longevity of individual multiracial 

identities. 

Despite the growing numbers and visibility of multiracial-identified individuals, as well as 

changes in data collection that now include them, the needle appears to be moving more slowly in 
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terms of societal norms and racial commonsense (Alpert, 2013; Farley, 2001; Masouka, 2017; 

Newman, 2020). Yet the multiracial phenomenon is still a strong indication that sociologists need 

to reexamine the theoretical foundations of the sociology of race relations (Goldberg, 2012; Song, 

2017). Both the power-conflict and order-functional paradigms are refracted through a monoracial 

lens informed by hypodescent that ignores, if not dismisses, any longevity to individual or collective 

multiracial identities and any societal scaffolding upon which they might take root. 
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