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1

In the 1967 movie Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, a White woman brings 
home her Black fiancé to meet her unsuspecting but liberal-minded par-
ents.1 Released just fifty years after the Ku Klux Klan–idealizing film Birth 
of a Nation and just six months after antimiscegenation laws were struck 
down by the Supreme Court decision in Loving v. Virginia, the movie was 
as radically provocative as it was acclaimed. Fast forward fifty years, and 
we must ask, Is the topic of interracial dating noteworthy anymore?

At least in popular culture, interracial relationships feature across a 
multitude of celebrity romances, from Serena Williams and Alexis 
Ohanian to Prince Harry and Meghan Markle, and they are no longer rare 
in popular television shows and films. A remake of Guess Who’s Coming to 
Dinner was released more recently, to little notice or acclaim (note to 
Hollywood producers: when Sidney Poitier’s character is played by Ashton 
Kutcher, you know you’ve lost some political edge). Yet, beyond Hollywood, 
interracial unions remain rare in the United States. When they do occur, 
they are far from universally accepted, often evoking deeply fissured 
debates around gender, race, and sexuality. We decided to write this book 
because we wanted to understand why.

Introduction
dear tinder, guess who’s coming to dinner

Quotidian racism in the American tradition might be 
dependent upon economic and political relations, but it 
escapes our notice when such relations turn their attention 
to the procreative possibilities of our erotic lives.

Sharon Holland, 2014
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To social scientists the internet—and the social commentary it fosters—
can open a window into what people are really thinking. Amid easy (if 
incomplete) anonymity and low consequences, people often reveal their 
innermost, atavistic thoughts and beliefs, especially in moments when 
they are emotionally charged or under the influence of substances.2 Thus, 
the internet provides a powerful lens through which we might see how 
ordinary people think about sensitive issues such as race, gender, and sex. 
Their commentaries and comments show us how many people are still 
scandalized by interracial relations.

Among recent controversies we can point to a 2013 Cheerios commer-
cial in which General Mills featured what appeared to be an interracial 
family enjoying their breakfast cereal. It was removed from YouTube 
because so many viewers were enraged by the depiction—and so many 
racial slurs punctuated the user comments below the video.3 Another 
advertising kerfuffle arose around an Old Navy sale promotion in 2016. 
This spot’s biracial family prompted a similar barrage of bigoted responses 
on Twitter, with the #LoveWins hashtag arising as a sort of counterpro-
test.4 These spontaneous expressions of internet racism are not isolated 
examples but symptoms of a long-simmering problem.5 The rise or, more 
accurately, rearticulation of racist and xenophobic fear in this country has 
emerged, in part, in backlash to the BlackLivesMatter movement and in 
support of the “Make America Great Again” era of political and personal 
expression. Racial fear and antipathy and the desire to police strict ethno-
racial boundaries are not relics of the past but apparently indelible fea-
tures of U.S. life.

Intimate life often falls outside the realm of public attention because it 
is seen as a private affair and it seems, on its face, unremarkable. Indeed, 
intimate relations are the one remaining area of race relations that, while 
having received particularly intense scrutiny and regulation in the past, 
have become obscured from the public. In this book we look at the way 
race, gender, and desire come together in shaping people’s private life in a 
society that has yet to fully acknowledge or remedy systemic racial 
oppression.

Much of our research takes advantage of the specific platform of online 
dating, drawing anonymized data from millions of online interactions to 
observe how U.S. Americans react to others of different races when their 
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actions are not under the watch of their friends and families. In combina-
tion with a separate sample of seventy-seven in-depth interviews with 
daters of various racial backgrounds and a multitude of archival and sec-
ondary sources, we show that interracial relations are not nearly as har-
monious in twenty-first-century U.S. life as Hollywood might paint them. 
At the same time, our research also points to something optimistic: the 
unprecedented access online dating offers people to find partners differ-
ent from themselves holds tremendous potential for change in a society 
that is otherwise still racially segregated.

Online dating has created one of the few remaining public arenas in 
U.S. society in which it is common to openly express racial preferences—
and exclusions. Many daters we interviewed described such preferences as 
simple matters of attraction, something natural and uncontrollable that, 
presumably, falls outside the realm of racial prejudice. As one White dater 
insisted, “Just because you wouldn’t want to date someone doesn’t mean 
you’re going to culturally oppress them.”

But narratives about personal choice have long since obscured preju-
dice, fear, and desires for segregation. They elide the deep, pervasive 
impact of historical antimiscegenation sanctions and overstate the equal-
ity of contemporary society. They glide past the deep fissures of racial 
marginalization reflected in and encouraged by centuries of legislation 
and social practice. Despite what we may tell ourselves, mate preference is 
never completely personal, nor is racial taste in romantic partners incon-
sequential. Racial dating preferences may feel as though they are natural 
and vary according to personal taste, but these preferences, in fact, have 
predictable, systematic patterns that reflect the shameful roots of racism 
in the United States.

This book connects the evolution of online dating today to the inven-
tion of dating in the early twentieth century—a new form of courtship that 
diminishes familial and state control over intimate choice. This and the 
growing emphasis of individualism together paved the way for present-
day acceptance of racial discrimination in dating. As a form of courtship, 
dating originated just as the U.S. racial categories we know today were 
being solidified and regulated through laws and everyday practice. 
Ironically, this meant that the birth of individual preference and the mod-
ern notion of romance were deeply imprinted with racialized desire and 
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calculus. We interrogate the presumption that such preferences are indeed 
personal and benign, revealing them as the product of exclusionary social 
constructs that interlock courtship, race, gender, and sexuality.

While we situate the popularity of online dating within the evolution of 
racialized patterns of courtship, we also find that racial discrimination 
online has formed a distinct manifestation of racism. Even though deeply 
rooted in the past, the new form of racism interacts with fast-evolving tech-
nologies in ways that produce experiences and consequences distinct from 
traditional racism. We build from Patricia Hill Collins’s concept of “new 
racism,” which operates heavily with the propagation of harmful ideas and 
images of people of color within the mass media and through the politics of 
the post–civil rights era.6 We also draw from Sonu Bedi’s work on  digitized 
“private racism,” defined as racialized injustice that transpires in the private 
sphere of the internet, and Ruja Benjamin’s work on the New Jim Code, or 
“the employment of new technologies that reflect and reproduce existing 
inequities but that are promoted and perceived as more objective or pro-
gressive than the discriminatory systems of a previous era.”7 We argue that 
the contemporary context of neoliberalism, consumerism, and the rise of 
new digital technologies give rise to a unique form of digital-sexual rac-
ism—one that disguises enduring racial discrimination in intimate life as 
nothing more than idiosyncratic individual preference. These “individual 
preferences,” in the meantime, massively and systematically segregate 
cyberspace, reinforce categorical thinking, and police digital self-presenta-
tion, all without the need of in-person avoidance and confrontation.

In fact, even though online dating has the potential to democratize 
courtship, it has, so far, failed the promise. We illustrate how racial divi-
sions are in fact reproduced through and within the cyberspace context of 
online dating. Just like how antimiscegenation laws codified racial catego-
ries throughout much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, twenty-
first-century online-dating apps and websites maintain the divide with 
“ethnic” categories and filtering mechanisms. The seemingly immense 
opportunity of these platforms demands an efficient search method that 
comes with constant categorization of people based on markers (skin 
color, eye shape, hair texture) that are tied to social categories of ascribed 
difference (race, gender, etc.) As argued by Brandon Robinson, this new 
racism allows users to filter or ignore entire groups of people on the basis 
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of those markers, yet it remains invisible from the public eye.8 At the same 
time, the anonymity fosters aggressive forms of sexual racism that rarely 
occur in face-to-face courtship markets. We call this “digital-sexual rac-
ism,” a distinct form of new racism mediated through the impersonal and 
anonymous context of online dating.

While new technology promises their users greater personal freedom, 
we argue that the promise is laden with racism and sexism that generate 
systemic exclusion and alienation. The neoliberal language of individual 
choice is part and parcel of current digital technologies that have become 
so deeply ingrained in our lives that they amplify, reinforce, and rational-
ize oppressive social relations.9

Our analysis makes clear that race is the most important predictor of 
how White daters select whom to date. More often than not, White daters 
ignore the overtures of racial and ethnic minority daters with (convention-
ally) more desirable education background, height, and body type, while 
being responsive to those without similar qualities but are White. Some 
racial and ethnic minority daters develop strategies to navigate this racially 
hostile dating world, while at other times they themselves internalize and 
reproduce this pervasive digital-sexual racism. These findings suggest that, 
as online-dating technologies increasingly replace local, in-person markets 
of romantic interaction, daters use these private tools free from social sanc-
tion to even more efficiently apartheidize their dating experiences.

what is the current state of interracial 
intimate unions?

U.S. Americans have altered their public stance dramatically on interra-
cial marriage since the midtwentieth century. In 1958, the first time 
Gallop ran an opinion poll that asked U.S. Americans whether they 
approved of marriage between Whites and non-Whites, 96 percent of 
respondents voiced disapproval. By 2013 that portion was only 13 per-
cent (see figure I.1 for trends over time). Strikingly, Black Americans have 
always been far more supportive of interracial marriages than Whites. The 
gap, to be sure, has narrowed significantly, but the overall difference is still 
substantial. In the late 1960s about half as many Black Americans as 
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Whites disapproved of interracial marriage (at 44 percent compared to 83 
percent). Today, although both populations have become far more open, 
Whites are still nearly four times more likely than Blacks to voice disap-
proval for interracial marriage (at 15 percent compared to 4 percent).

No other social opinion in the history of the U.S. Gallop Survey has 
reversed so completely over time. In just five decades the vast majority  
of U.S. Americans went from disapproving to approving of interracial 
marriage. Some of this shift reflects generational change. The disapproval 
trends shown in figure I.1 would be all but nonexistent if we limited  
surveys to gathering only the opinions of young adults, given that younger 
generations tend to voice more progressive views toward race. The only 
other comparable shift in public opinion relates to gay rights, but that lags 
far behind a level that might be called near-universal support.

Another barometer for testing attitudes about interracial marriage is 
the extent to which groups participate in the practice.10 The intimate act 
of marriage between two people from different groups provides an indica-
tor of social distance, and social scientists have argued that an increasing 

Figure i.1. Disapproval of Intermarriage between Whites and Non-Whites. In 1969 
Gallop began separating survey responses by race identity. Source: Calculated by authors 
using Gallop polling data accessed from Jones and Saad, “Gallup Poll Social Series.”

1960

0

20

40

Pe
rc

en
t 60

80

100

1970 1980
Year

Total
White
Black

1990 2000 2010



  i n t r o d u c t i o n  7

prevalence of marriage between racial and ethnic groups over time sug-
gests fading prejudice.11 Moreover, intermarriage itself drives further 
racial integration, interrupting channels of resource and wealth acquisi-
tion that have been historically concentrated among White families.

Despite the sea change in public opinion, actual intermarriage rates are 
low. Only 6.3 percent of current U.S. marriages are interracial.12 If we 
include Latinos/as as a distinct group in these measures, intermarriage  
rates would still tally up to only 17 percent of current unions.13 Figure I.2 
compares actual intermarriage to the rates we would expect if marriages 
happened at random across the population. Comparing the observed bars 
to the random bars, we see that, across every racial and ethnic group, the 
actual intermarriage rates are three to five times lower than what they 
could be. These numbers point to a large and ongoing racial divide in mar-
riage partners.

A number of studies have also indicated that cohabiting and dating 
partnerships are more likely than marriages to be interracial.14 Indeed, 
while intermarriage continues to be a meaningful indicator of race rela-
tions, changes in U.S. society have made marriage less central than it once 

Figure i.2. Observed versus Random Interracial and Interethnic Marriage Rates. 
Source: Calculated by authors using data from U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census 
Datasets; and Taylor, Passel, and Wang, Marrying Out.
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was, particularly for young adults in their early- and midtwenties. The 
wider acceptance of nonmarital partnership and cohabitation has delayed 
and even begun to replace marital unions. However, evidence suggests 
these unions are still significantly separated by racial boundaries. Because 
of the way race intersects with intimacy in virtually all contexts, cohabitat-
ing couples, nonmarital partners, and married couples are all subject to the 
scrutiny that animates our interest in racial preference and racial hierarchy. 
Why does our racial “happy talk” seem to stop at the bedroom door?15

prejudice? or lack of exposure to others?

Some people argue that the reason why U.S. interracial unions are rare is 
not racial bias but a lack of social exposure across racial groups. There is 
no question that residential segregation continues to be a defining feature 
of U.S. society, despite legislation from the civil rights era onward.16 In 
addition to leading to a pernicious concentration of disadvantage, segre-
gation severely limits cross-racial exposure in everyday life. Beyond the 
neighborhood, segregation patterns spill out across school districts, 
churches, and employment settings. As a result, the U.S. population is 
diverse, but most people are in only infrequent contact with people from 
other racial backgrounds. The contact that exists is rarely meaningful. 
This is particularly true of Blacks and Whites, both of whom are more 
segregated from each other than they are from any other group.17

Racial segregation and the consequent lack of exposure is more pro-
found than simple spatial impediment. Lack of familiarity can lead  
people to develop problematic perceptions of those who are socially  
distant—in this case, people from racial groups other than their own. 
Unfamiliarity may exaggerate any difference—from religious traditions to 
tastes in music, for example—such that it seems like a clear indicator of 
romantic incompatibility. Worse, separation reinforces stereotypes and 
fuels racist antagonism.18 As a result, racial bias and racial segregation are 
not independent reasons behind the rarity of interracial unions—they are 
mutually reinforcing causes of ongoing separation.

In the United States explicit racial prejudice among Whites has cer-
tainly declined. However, Whites’ growing commitment to racial equality 
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does not mean they don’t still harbor implicit biases that favor Whites 
over other groups.19 In the long run, U.S. Americans may have become 
more tolerant of difference in theory, but tolerance—and the rhetoric of 
tolerance—may have little bearing on choosing intimate partners.

Race also operates intersectionally, or in ways structured by combina-
tions of statuses, like race and gender and sexuality. This intersectionality 
is perhaps nowhere as clear as within intermarriage. Black men are twice 
as likely as Black women to marry outside of their racial group, but it is 
the reverse among Asian women, who are more than twice as likely as 
Asian men to marry non-Asians. These trends contradict what some theo-
ries would predict, given that Black women and Asian men, on average, 
have higher levels of education. Thus, the gender differences are unlikely 
to be explained by individual characteristics. Most likely, as argued by 
gendered racial formation theory, they reflect pathologized notions of 
desirability and ideals of masculinity and femininity.20

Throughout U.S. history the White racial frame has cast Whiteness as 
the virtuous baseline—and all other races as inferior deviations.21 
Combined with gender norms, the White frame has produced an intersec-
tional hierarchy of desirability. The most typical of these are images that 
associate passive femininity with Asians and hypermasculinity with 
Blacks. Played out intersectionally, this leads to emasculated, negative 
images of Asian men and compliant, sexually alluring images of Asian 
women. The same frame produces images of Black men as dangerously 
virile and Black women as unfeminine and overly dominant.22 Despite the 
apparent contrasts in how these associations play out for different groups, 
make no mistake: they are all forms of dehumanization. The mosaic of 
controlling images that perpetuate harmful stereotypes may be driving 
some of the outmarriage trends seen in figure 1.3.23 They are certainly 
firmly embedded in the legacies of the United States’ racial history and 
contribute to the intersectional asymmetry of inclusion.

These harmful stereotypes further serve to justify racial inequality 
because they obscure the structural arrangements that lead to unequal 
concentrations of power; that is, stereotypes emphasize individual and 
group flaws as the ultimate explanation for differential opportunities and 
outcomes. The results of racist structures are, in turn, utilized to justify 
unequal treatment and otherwise reinforce White advantage.



10 i n t r o d u c t i o n

As Patricia Hill Collins asserts, all of these “controlling images” con-
cern, first and foremost, sexuality. But it is clear that narratives of sexual 
deviance create, solidify, and justify many other racial distinctions. Joane 
Nagel argues that such sexualization of outgroups is a ubiquitous, univer-
sal feature of power in the role of interethnic relations—that is, alleging 
the sexual depravity of “others” versus the moral innocence of “us” is a 
central construct of White racial hegemony.24 Written histories of coloni-
alism and conquest, for example, often include graphic depictions of the 
sexual depravity of subaltern groups encountered during the “civilizing” 
process. In the Americas early colonists detailed the problematic and lewd 
sexual practices observed among indigenous people, which later served to 
justify warfare and extermination policies.25 African sexuality was simi-
larly depicted by Europeans and later U.S. Americans, likewise helping to 
legitimate enslavement.26

While the White gaze remains dominant today, it is also true that mar-
ginalized groups—even if they internalize some of the oppressors’ cultural 

Figure i.3. Percentage Intermarried by Race and Sex in the United States. Source: 
R. Kreider, “Married Couple Households.”
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ideologies—often develop alternative hierarchies of desirability that resist 
White beauty standards. This resistance to White or closer-to-White 
beauty standards was frequently mentioned by the minority daters we 
interviewed, and it, too, is critical to understanding how race influences 
dating preferences.

Moreover, although gendered racial hierarchy produces animus within 
and across racial groups, we find that the behavioral difference between 
men and women is much smaller than popular stereotypes suggest. For 
example, despite the fact that Black men and Asian women outmarry more 
often than their same-race counterparts, the vast majority of Black and 
Asian Americans still seek unions within their own racial groups. This book 
examines how all racial groups make sense of these dynamics by interrogat-
ing the social construction of racial preference in dating. We elucidate how 
dating decisions and ideologies are nested within relations of power.

the long legacy of historical  
antimiscegenation laws

As the United States diversifies, some scholars have called on their peers 
to move beyond the Black-White binary focus on racial oppression, preju-
dice, and race relations. Juan Perea influentially argued that race scholars 
often problematically ignore racial groups other than White and Black 
and that, when they do acknowledge these groups, it is only briefly and 
only because they feel required to designate where a given group falls in 
the middle ground of the Black-White axis.27

In this book we push past the binary to analyze intimate relations 
among Blacks, Asians, Latinos, Whites, and multiracial daters. Still, we 
also subscribe theoretically to the Afro-pessimist perspective that, as 
Jared Sexton put it, highlights the “specificity of anti-blackness” under 
White supremacy.28 Particularly in the United States, the Black-White 
monolithic remains a principal racial dialectic that undergirds White 
supremacy.29

To understand where racial partner preferences come from, we must 
first delve into the history of the U.S. racial divide in intimate life. This is 
an uneasy task in a country that has yet to fully come to terms with its own 
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history of racial violence and exclusion. Specifically, we must begin with 
the peculiar relic and weapon of anti-Blackness that marks our history of 
intimate racial boundaries: antimiscegenation laws.

Antimiscegenation laws in North America date back to well before the 
founding of the republic. Some were enacted as early as the seventeenth 
century. At its core miscegenation policies were explicitly intended to pro-
hibit Black-White unions. But they were also used, albeit more haphaz-
ardly, to police the marriages of Whites with non-Black racial outgroups. 
In the midnineteenth century, the majority of the population of several 
southern states were Black.30 When slavery was abolished, White south-
erners feared a demographic “White genocide” threat, a moral panic that 
might rather be forgotten by the White majority today but thrives among 
the White nationalist alt-right.31

Antimiscegenation laws, which proliferated such that they became key 
to Jim Crow after the Civil War and Reconstruction, became weapons in a 
war to maintain the social and political privilege of Whites. They all but 
ensured a postslavery racial caste system. Between 1874 and 1913 the 
number of states passing antimiscegenation laws nearly doubled.32 Such 
laws perpetuated and reinvented anti-Blackness in response to a brief, 
post–Civil War rise in Black political, economic, and social power, espe-
cially in the U.S. South. Indeed, Jim Crow policies were so effective in 
preventing Black-White racial integration that the architects of the Third 
Reich in Germany and the apartheid regime in South Africa would draw 
inspiration from the United States in constructing their own antiassimila-
tion laws and policies.33

In 1967 the Supreme Court decision in Loving v. Virginia determined 
that all state antimiscegenation laws and laws criminalizing interracial sex 
were unconstitutional. However, many of these laws remained on the 
books until recently. The last two state-level antimiscegenation laws were 
not overturned until 1998 (South Carolina) and 2000 (Alabama). Even 
where antimiscegenation policy and the racial ideologies that it perpetu-
ated were no longer legally enforced, the ideologies of racial separation 
had become accepted ways of life. Their legacy is now self-enforcing, per-
petuating the centrality of race in intimacy and family formation. 
Throughout this book we will marshal extensive data to discuss the evolu-
tion and consequence of this history, well into the present era.
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racial choice narratives as sexual racism

One intriguing, and telling, aspect of the online-dating industry is that it 
is one of the only venues left in modern-day U.S. society where it remains 
acceptable to articulate racial preferences. In education, employment, 
housing, and lending, racial preferences have been recognized as not only 
legally but also morally wrong. Yet racial categories are explicitly and 
unapologetically part of the selection process of dating websites. Many of 
the most popular dating sites ask users to specify their racial preferences 
in their profiles and codify them with partner searches filtered by race. We 
challenge readers to name another public venue in which it is socially 
acceptable—or legal—to ask individuals to indicate whether they prefer 
some races over others.34 In any other public context, we believe, the open 
expression of racial preference would be condemned, boycotted, and even 
prosecuted as unlawful discrimination.

The use of racial preference on dating sites points to several compli-
cated but critical issues underlying the formation of race itself. We cannot 
talk about race in the dating context without having a conversation about 
racialization—that is, the social construction of race through which we 
attach meaning to racial categories that carry economic, political, and 
social consequences. It is an oxymoron to describe racial preferences as 
individual because race is by definition a social construct, a manufactured 
distinction generated through the regulation of intimate life.

For centuries the state has taken keen interest in encouraging and 
policing marriage by racial status. The individual choice stories we tell 
about mate preferences today are connected to the legacy of antimiscege-
nation laws and racially segregated social practices and go beyond Black-
White binaries to affect the dating choices we see among all racial groups. 
It has not been so long—no more than a generation—since intermarriage 
laws were on the books, and so intermarriage norms remain on our minds.

Attempts to resist a critical examination of racial preferences, such as 
narratives about chemistry or homophily, take existing racial boundaries 
for granted and rationalize them as natural. They fail to recognize that the 
preferences for similarity, as well as for difference, have a social basis. 
Individuals we interviewed talk about it openly, saying, for example, “I’m 
just not into Asians,” in much the same way they might talk about their 
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dietary or music preferences. But, of course, it’s a false equivalence: one’s 
preferences for White partners are not so innocent as preferences for 
anchovies or avocados.

During our research for this book, we asked a group of predominantly 
White college students their opinion of people being able to filter their 
searches by race on dating apps and websites. A full 64 percent of them 
had no problem with it at all. Commonly, we heard that racialized sexual 
attraction is effable and uncontrollable: “If you know you are only attracted 
to one specific race or look, then that’s that. It’s not something we can con-
trol,” said one respondent. Others believed that racial preference was 
merely idiosyncratic, on par with physical preferences: “I prefer people 
with blue or green eyes. That doesn’t mean I’m generally prejudiced against 
dark-eyed people. I have brown eyes myself,” we heard. Many people we 
interviewed were clearly invested in the idea that personal choice in inti-
mate partners is above critique or judgment, even when that choice means 
a rejection of entire racial categories. One gay White man who excluded 
Black and Asian profiles from his dating-site searches rhetorically asked 
us, “Does the fact that I’m also not into women make me a sexist?”

Certainly, some people, particularly racial and ethnic minority daters, 
saw stating racial preferences as a form of racism. Others accepted the 
existence of racial preference with an air of inevitability, indicating that 
what bothered them more was the normalization inherent in such asser-
tions. For example, a Latina woman told us she thought it was okay to 
have the preference, but it was not okay to check a box and filter potential 
dates by race. “If it’s a subconscious thing, it’s less problematic than if you 
verbalize it and make a conscious decision. Like, ‘I’m only gonna look at 
White guys.’ ” These sentiments contain undercurrents of modern, color-
blind racism, where racialized sentiment is considered impolite, but 
implicit racial biases are granted tacit allowance.35

Does this mean that daters who are more attracted to some races over 
others are racist? Many would disagree with such a claim, countering that 
partner choice is a question of individual desire, not a matter of prejudice 
or racial superiority. To be very clear—it is not our objective or intention 
to judge individuals for their personal dating preferences: in some cases, 
individual racism could play little part in why one person marries another 
of the same racial background. So too might interracial relationships be 
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formed in a context rife with overt racism. Instead, our aim is to call into 
question the naive views that intimate racial preferences are natural, apo-
litical, and inconsequential. Indeed, as we show throughout this book, 
societal forces that insist on a racial hierarchy of desire shape our intimate 
desires, whether or not we’d like to address that fact.36

is  sexual desire a topic for public scrutiny ?

People’s intimate lives are often eschewed from scrutiny, both because 
they are hidden and also because the private realm is considered sacred 
from the purview of the public. However, in the 1980s more and more 
feminist scholars began to call this claim into question.37 Kimberlee 
Crenshaw observed that the “process of recognizing as social and systemic 
what was formerly perceived as isolated and individual . . . characterized 
the identity politics of African Americans, other people of color, and gays 
and lesbians, among others.”38 Indeed, as feminist groups and activists 
identified how the politics of power and rape, and the intersection between 
racism and patriarchy, were embedded in the formation of mainstream 
sexual expression, they argued that sexual desire often goes hand in hand 
with political power. But this perspective failed to gain mainstream politi-
cal traction, within both the dominant liberal feminist discourse and non-
feminist discourses of the day.

Today, despite these scholars’ efforts, sexual preference is still widely 
considered to be personal and, therefore, neutral in its relationship to 
power. If anything, sexual desires and preferences are considered rights 
that need to be protected from public sanction. As one of our interviewees 
insisted about racial preference in online dating: “I think it’s your choice. 
It’s your body. It’s your life!” In this way sexual preference is seen by many 
as synonymous with sexual freedom.

Yet the reluctance to acknowledge the political implications of sexual 
desire means that we also frame racial sexual preference as something 
outside political and social constructs. What happened to “the personal is 
political”?39 The concept of sexual racism, first coined in 1976 in Charles 
Stember’s analysis of Black and White heterosexual relations, is gaining 
new traction today as internet content, ranging from pornography to 
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online dating, makes once-private sexual fantasies and desire abundantly 
visible.40 Black feminist and critical race scholars have also long chal-
lenged the idea that sexual preference is nothing more than individualized 
taste. Instead, they point to how the social construction of personal pref-
erence masks racism and sexism and how the legacy of slavery and coloni-
alism continues to haunt our erotic lives.41

We join this critical inquiry because the rhetoric of personal choice 
invokes randomness and idiosyncrasy, but our research shows that it maps 
precisely onto existing racial hierarchies that have been identified and 
condemned in other spheres. Logics such as whimsical personal prefer-
ence or natural affinity stem from a false distinction so often drawn 
between the private and the public spheres—the same rhetoric that drew 
feminist ire in response to the regulation of women’s bodies. If we can 
acknowledge that race is a social construct, we cannot deny that the cate-
gories of desire are also socially constructed. In language that presages the 
Holland quote opening this introduction, Rosemary Hennessy once wrote, 
“When desire is understood as lust, where lust is equated with a basic 
human drive, its historical production becomes invisible.” 42 We cannot 
change what we cannot see. Accordingly, we seek to render the very real 
role of historical production in racialized dating preference visible.

interracial intimacy threatens  
white privilege and power

Intimate relations between racial groups have long been viewed as deeply 
subversive, potentially fueling powerful social change and disruption. In the 
years following the Civil War and the collapse of Reconstruction, it was the 
threat of White-Black sexual reproduction that ultimately drove Jim Crow 
legislation. Racial amalgamation directly threatened the caste system by 
expanding other groups’ access to White privilege and power, not least by 
making it possible that mixed-race persons might “pass” as White. While 
the decision in Loving v. Virginia in 1967 to ban antimiscegenation laws is 
sometimes seen as less important than other twentieth-century civil rights 
cases that ended school segregation and employment discrimination, its 
impact has been critical in the fight against the legacies of structural racism. 
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The legal scholar Dorothy Roberts argues that it was, in fact, more founda-
tional than any other case for dismantling White supremacy.43

School segregation, for example, was at least partly put in place to miti-
gate against the kind of White-Black contact that might lead to intimate 
relations.44 Later, during the civil rights era, this same fear of interracial 
sex and procreation still fueled White anxiety. For instance, in a widely 
distributed pamphlet that also was reprinted in a 1956 an article about 
school race integration written by a southerner in the Atlantic Monthly 
identified primary school as a site where the South must insist on main-
taining racial separation. The author suggested that northern states’ sup-
port for desegregation revealed their ignorance of the risks of intimate 
relations, such that

race preference is not active in the very young. Race preference (which the 
propagandists miscall race prejudice or hate) is one of those instincts which 
develop gradually as the mind develops and which, if taken in hand early 
enough, can be prevented from developing at all. . . . That is the compelling 
reason, though by no means the only reason, why the South will resist, with 
all its resources of mind and body, the mixing of the races in its public 
schools.

The article also states, “Northern support of school integration in the 
South is due to the failure to realize its inevitable biological effect in 
regions of large Negro population. If Northerners did realize this, their 
enthusiasm for mixed schools in the South would evaporate at once.” 45 
The author’s reference to “race preference” is an argument that bubbles up 
today, sixty-some years later, in conversations about whether sexual pref-
erence on online-dating profiles reflects prejudice or natural instinct.

In the United States the state no longer explicitly enforces a racial hier-
archy of desire and reproduction. We citizens do that all by ourselves. As 
we illustrate throughout this book, the media continues to propagate mes-
sages and images that exalt men and women who tilt closest to Whiteness, 
while marginalizing non-White femininities and masculinities. Families 
and peer networks shape, reproduce, and enforce racialized desire. And 
individuals internalize the regulatory gaze of antimiscegenation and 
police themselves in a panopticon-like realm of seemingly limitless mate 
choices.
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The widespread rhetoric in U.S. culture that champions individual 
choice and consumption in all areas of life obscures the role of history and 
culture in shaping sexual preferences—despite how strongly people 
believe those choices to be based on their own autonomous preferences. 
The extensive data, interviews, and other evidence that we present dem-
onstrates the profound influence of the past in our present-day personal 
lives through the new manifestation of digital-sexual racism.

In a place like the United States, where subordinate masculinities and 
femininities have been constructed as antithetical to White hegemonic 
ideals of beauty and desirability, the choice to match, mate, and love with 
someone like oneself takes on additional meaning. Indeed, beyond the 
policing of Black-White boundaries, in the nineteenth century Asian mar-
riage and reproduction were actively suppressed. Asian women were 
banned from the country, and Asians were constructed, legally and 
socially, as racially unmarriageable to Whites and unassimilable to the 
United States. Latinos in the United States have a different history of dis-
crimination—but they too have been targeted in antimiscegenation law.

Interestingly, the long legacy of racial regulation and repression has 
also prompted minority movements promoting intraracial marriage and 
courtship. For instance, the curtailment of African American marriage 
and sexual freedom fed into Black Love and Black Is Beautiful movements 
that construed same-race marriage as a political obligation aligned with 
Black pride. When marginalized groups choose to date someone like 
themselves, we must consider how those decisions are also shaped by the 
power systems that inform the social construction of racial hierarchies, 
preferences, and modes of resistance.

organization of this book

This book provides an in-depth analysis of dating behavior in the twenty-
first century, documenting racial preferences among Asians, Blacks, 
Latinos, Whites, and multiracial daters across sexual orientations. We 
have gleaned insights from extensive in-person qualitative research as 
well as data from one of the largest online-dating websites in the United 
States.
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In chapter 1, “Where Hate Trumps Love: The Birth and Legacy of 
Antimiscegenation in the United States,” we situate current romantic 
dynamics within the history of U.S. marriages, race relations, antimisce-
genation laws (which prohibited cross-racial mixing), and immigration 
policies (which limited marital choice). We trace how racial preferences 
were both constructed and legitimated through laws before the civil rights 
era and how they were recast as benign in the modern rhetoric of indi-
vidual choice. We illustrate how these legal imperatives aided in the solidi-
fication of racial categories, demonstrating the inextricable linkages 
between the social constructions of race, gender, and personal preference. 
This manifests itself today in a new online form of digital-sexual racism.

In chapter 2, “From the Back Porch to the Computer Screen: The  
Rise of Choice in Courtship,” we look at the late nineteenth-century trans-
formation of courtship that coincided with the reformation of posteman-
cipation racial identities. As courtship evolved away from family- and 
community-centered institutions into individualistic behavior, its prac-
tices remained nested in nationwide initiatives to reinforce racial distinc-
tions. Thus, the view that Whites and racial minority groups should not 
mix and marry became self-enforcing as it filtered into individual court-
ship choices. The advent of online dating represents potential for the 
highest degree of sexual freedom by lessening dependence on third-party 
introductions and increasing cross-racial contact, but self-regulation 
against cross-racial contact has substantially muted this opportunity. The 
consumption-oriented aspects of online dating allow daters to rationalize 
this process as akin to a whole constellation of quotidian consumer 
choices. This dynamic has set the stage for a new form of digital-sexual 
prejudice that is hidden under the guise of choice.

Chapter 3, “New Rules? Gendered Online Engagement,” focuses on 
several important issues relating to gender construction. Despite the 
potential for transformation in an online space, traditional gender norms 
reentrench themselves, with women rarely initiating contact and men 
driving most interactions. Similarly, straight men are particularly com-
pelled by the physical attributes of potential partners. Straight women, 
with the notable exception of their fixation on men’s height, tend to focus 
on educational status and personality attributes. Lesbian and gay daters, 
however, described greater freedom in the online context to experiment 
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and play with gender norms. This raises the question of whether racial 
hierarchies, like gender norms, play out differently among gay and straight 
daters. This chapter acts as a gateway into the empirical chapters focusing 
on major racial groups.

In chapter 4, “A Privilege Endures: Dating While White in the Era of 
Online Dating,” we discuss and dissect the narrative of White masculinity 
in crisis with relation to intimacy choices. Our analyses show that all groups 
of women and most gay men respond to White men. In other words, White 
men continue to be advantaged romantically, even more so than White 
women. We illustrate the specific operation of anti-Blackness among White 
men, who tend to accept all but Black women as romantic options when 
dating online, while White women exclude all non-White men. We con-
sider how racial and ethnic minority groups interpret these trends and 
explore some Black women’s conscious subversion of the White frame.

In chapter 5, “The Unique Disadvantage: Dating While Black,” we 
explore the duality in which digital-sexual racism manifests in themes of 
simultaneous hypervisibility and invisibility, where Black women and 
men are simultaneously ignored and hyperracialized by non-Black daters. 
We document gendered patterns of interracial partnership, including how 
women’s intimacy is policed more rigorously than men’s in Black commu-
nities and how educated Black women prefer same-race, similarly edu-
cated partners, while facing significant barriers when they attempt to 
carry out those preferences. Black women and men’s shared disadvantages 
in the dating market allow us a lens through which to see the ways their 
romantic experiences are deeply shaped by race and gender.

In chapter 6, “The Asian Experience: Resistance and Complicity,” we 
discuss how the transformation of controlling images from “yellow peril” 
to “model minority” has alienated Asian masculinity while embracing  
a specific portrait of Asian femininity. Similar to Black men, Asian women 
are criticized for their relatively high outmarriage rates. They often  
frame outmarriage as resistance to Asian patriarchy, but such arguments 
ignore Whites’ gender oppression and Asian fetishization. Indeed, many 
of the Asian women we interviewed exhibited uncertainty about the  
intentions of non-Asian daters, or what we call “ambiguous fetishization.” 
We find that the prevalence of intermarriage between Asian women  
and White men is not driven by White men’s pursuit patterns, as is  
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often claimed, and that both Asian men and women engage in anti-Black-
ness in their dating preferences, reflecting their place in the triracial 
hierarchy.

Chapter 7, “ ‘Hey, You’re Latin. Do You Like to Dance?’: The Privilege 
and Disadvantage of Latino/a Daters,” turns to the often-contradictory 
position of Latino/a daters in a racialized and gendered desirability hierar-
chy. As they have for Asian Americans, controlling images have historically 
perpetuated stereotypes pertaining to Latino’s/Latina’s race, gender, and 
sexuality. These images remain in circulation, at times inciting sexual inter-
est while also limiting a diverse community’s power for self-definition. We 
explore how the intersection of transnational color, family, and gendered 
hierarchies nest within a traditional racial binary in the United States, such 
that some Latinos/as see incentives to vie for a better position in the desir-
ability hierarchy of the new digital-sexual racism. Sometimes this leads to 
anti-Blackness. Often it leads to the internalization of colorism.

In chapter 8, “Postracial Multiracialism: A Challenge to the White 
Racial Frame?,” we explore the experiences and treatment of mixed-race 
individuals in online dating. We find that multiracial White daters are 
afforded a relatively privileged status in the desirability hierarchy, apart 
from both White and other monoracial daters. However, this effect is 
tinted by gender—minority women generally privilege Whiteness and 
White multiraciality over minority men, while minority men treat their 
monoracial minority and multiracial coethnics equally and display a dis-
interest in Whiteness. The online nature of digital-sexual racism amplifies 
the sexual objectification of multiracial daters by others who attempt to 
visually dissect their bodies in ways that reify phenotypes. While holding, 
in general, a more inclusive view when it comes to dating in theory, mul-
tiracial daters still reproduce patterns of anti-Blackness in practice. Taken 
together, our findings suggest that the burgeoning U.S. multiracial popu-
lation will not necessarily undermine the existing racial hierarchy, which 
remains buttressed by gendered anti-Black bias.

We conclude this book by exploring potential responses to this new rac-
ism. We strongly believe that the providers of dating services are responsi-
ble for mitigating digital-sexual racism through not only public messaging 
to their clientele but also a critical examination of the design of their serv-
ices. They can intentionally frame their platforms to communicate core 
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values of respectful discourse and racially and gender progressive philoso-
phy. The emphasis on search efficiency should not be an excuse to reduce 
individuals to categories and, in this process, amplify the significance of 
racial categories. It does not have to be this way.

But more important than what any company can do, we as U.S. 
Americans must reflect and engage in public conversation about intimacy 
and race. Individuals bear a social obligation to think deeply about 
whether and why they have certain racial preferences and seriously con-
sider a commitment to disrupting what may feel like a natural inclination. 
After all, as we fight racial justice in “public life,” we must also remember 
that every hopeful click and swipe, no matter how trivial it seems, has last-
ing implications to the racial division in the United States.

a note on the data and methods  
used in this book

Unless otherwise specified, the statistical analyses presented in this book 
are based on the confidential data we obtained from a major dating web-
site in the United States. We have access to not only the profiles of more 
than one million users all over the country but also how they interacted 
with other users of various racial identities. Because these interactions 
took place privately, they provide a behind-the-scenes portrait of how U.S. 
Americans make their most personal decisions. Unlike swiping apps like 
Tinder, in which messages cannot be sent until both daters have indicated 
mutual interest, this dating platform places no controls on who can send 
an initial message and who can respond.

As much as these statistical analyses are useful in showing general pat-
terns, they reveal little about the meanings and motivations behind these 
decisions. To understand how race intertwines with desirability, we thus 
conducted seventy-seven in-depth interviews with online daters from 
diverse racial backgrounds and sexual identities. These interviews provide 
tremendous insight into what we cannot see in the dating-site data: what 
people think and feel about race when they decide whom to approach and 
whom to avoid (at least, what people are willing to admit to researchers 
that they think and feel). More often than not, we see that daters are aware 
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that race plays an important role in shaping their perceptions of complete 
strangers. Extensive archival research supplements our quantitative and 
qualitative analysis by giving us a window into the ways race has always 
separated people in the United States. We present compelling evidence 
that gendered racism is still deeply ingrained in our most intimate deci-
sions. More details about our data sources and analytic approaches are 
discussed in the appendix.
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Maude Broyles and Jim Torney, two Alabama teenagers, ran away together 
in the summer of 1888 with romantic visions of a secret elopement. A 
minister’s child from Hayneville, sixteen-year-old Jim worked as a laborer 
for his fiancée’s wealthy father. That hot July afternoon, some 140 miles 
northeast of Jim’s home town, a group of White men tracked the couple 
down on Trout Creek Mountain. They brutally tortured, lynched, and 
killed Jim. Maude, also sixteen, “fought her captors with the fury of a 
tigress” in a futile effort to save his life.1 The crime? He was Black and she 
was White. From emancipation through the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, thousands were killed—often publicly tortured to death by White 
mobs—for crossing, or being alleged to have crossed, color lines. Black 
men were murdered with impunity for allegedly raping White women, no 
matter if there was any evidence they had actually done so.2

Long before Europeans engaged in the transatlantic slave trade in the 
sixteenth century, the European worldview held particular animus toward 
“darkness” and positive associations with all things White.3 Their long-
standing objection to non-European cultures, especially those with darker 
skin tones than their own, was that they were “uncivilized.” During the colo-
nial era hostility toward racial intermixing was imported to the Americas by 

 1 Where Hate Trumps Love
the birth and legacy of antimiscegenation  
in the united states

People are trapped in history, and history is trapped  
in them.

James Baldwin
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Euro-Whites. As they colonized the North American continent during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—a massive project that hinged on the 
enslavement of millions of Africans as well as the forced removal and geno-
cide of indigenous populations—they established a society that centered 
around both Whiteness and the capitalist imperative. To maintain their 
preferred social hierarchy, Euro-Whites introduced antimiscegenation laws 
to prevent sexual and marital unions that might produce children with the 
potential to upset the carefully constructed divide between their alleged 
civilized, virtuous, and deserving people from, well, the rest.

One of the first antimiscegenation laws in North America was passed in 
Maryland in 1664. It prohibited marriages between “ ‘freeborne English 
women’ and ‘Negro slaues [sic].’ ” Fifteen years later a similar law was passed 
in Louisiana (New France) where the colonial government reasoned that 
White French men who intermarried with the indigenous population would 
become less loyal. Of course, there was a clear racial dimension to this law 
too, expressed by anxieties around “the adulteration that such marriages will 
cause to the whiteness and purity of the children.” 4 Colonial restrictions on 
marriage both between Whites and enslaved Blacks and among the enslaved 
themselves would spread through the early republic’s states, including non-
slave states. Whites often could not marry even free Blacks.5

Over the sweep of U.S. history, Black-White intermixing in particular 
was the subject of White virulent fear and loathing. However, violence of 
the kind Jim and Maude experienced rose sharply after the abolition of 
slavery in 1860. Previously, there had been more flexibility in such unions. 
For example, in the antebellum United States, interracial relationships 
and even some marriages had not been uncommon among the indentured 
and working classes of the North and the non–property-owning classes in 
the South. Among White elites, however, who were more bound by the 
dictates of social closure, fraternization across racial lines was rare, and 
marital relations were restricted to alliances within class strata so as to 
preserve status and social influence across generations.6 (This is one rea-
son why marriage between cousins was common among elites: it tidily 
consolidated property and power within genealogical lines.)

Because elites used marriage to sustain social status, they sought to 
control who was allowed to marry whom. Primarily, marital control 
involved policing the sexuality of White women, a thread that would run 
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through the enforcement of antimiscegenation and antifornication laws 
forged throughout U.S. history.7 As historian Peggy Pascoe points out, the 
very first prohibitions on interracial marriages were gender-specific: 
White women who married Black men were, along with any children, 
enslaved by law, while White men who married Black women were per-
haps sneered at but not formally punished.8

The regulation of women’s sexuality was important not just for its prac-
tical role in managing bloodlines but also because women’s bodies were 
symbolic repositories seen as demarcating racial identity. This gendered 
dynamic is reflected in the codification of seventeenth-century status-of-
mother clauses, which stipulated that children’s status be inherited matri-
lineally. Intimate relations in the antebellum South among White men 
and Black women (frequently rape) were tolerated by White society and 
seldom problematized legally because they did not disrupt racialized 
norms of chattel slavery, property, and propriety.9

In the plantation economy, where additional workers meant additional 
assets, the sexual exploitation of Black women doubly served the master’s 
interest by creating a new supply for his enslaved labor force. Since they 
were considered property within the reproductive chattel system, enslaved 
women were not afforded the protections from sexual abuse granted to 
White women. They were denied the patriarchal protection of Black 
fathers and brothers, and the legal system often recast Black women vic-
tims as sexual aggressors.10 This served to further justify their exploitation 
by White men, while redirecting the anger and disgust of White wives 
toward Black women.11 The normalization of sexual violence and blame 
toward Black men remains a shameful legacy in U.S. society today.

Sexual relations between Black men and White women during the era of 
slavery was less common—in part, because White society interpreted these 
relations only as rape. As a result, it was much rarer for mixed-race chil-
dren to be born to a White woman. (Again, we see how a racist mentality of 
the past still flashes in the contemporary moment: consider, for example, 
that when Dylan Roof killed nine Black people in a Charleston church in 
2015, he claimed it was because “they rape White women”).12 Because of 
status-of-mother clauses, the mixed-race children of White women were 
uniquely threatening to the social order that suffused the slavery-based 
U.S. economy: unlike offspring of Black enslaved women and White slave-
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owning men, White women’s mixed-race children could theoretically be 
born free. To suppress this threat many women who had sexual relations 
with Black men and did not claim rape were punished. In some states such 
women would be forced into servitude.13 This disjuncture—where White 
women’s bodies were policed to avoid them giving birth to free mixed-race 
children, while Black women’s mixed-race children were born into  
slavery—was later utilized by eugenicists in pseudoscientific terms to argue 
for a historical purity of the White race in the United States (and their rac-
ist logics would be adopted, for instance, by the architects of the Third 
Reich in their attempted extermination of European Jews).14

There are two main reasons that intimacy between Black men and 
White women, while stigmatized by antebellum Whites, was met with 
ever-more violent retribution by Whites after emancipation.15 The first 
has to do with the simple fact that during slavery Black men were property 
whose bodies were economically valuable. The second hinges on threat: 
unlike freedmen, enslaved Black men were not politically or economically 
threatening to White men. The institution of slavery superseded all social 
distinctions. Thus, as Ida B. Wells observes, it was only once Black men 
gained freedom that the sexualization of race politics began in earnest.16 
Whites had long ascribed sexual licentiousness to Black people, but upon 
gaining their freedom (at least, from the formal institution of slavery) 
Black men in particular were recast as rapists and superpredators in need 
of violent control.

Following emancipation and the collapse of Reconstruction reforms 
that saw, for instance, the rise of Black elected public officials in the South, 
the scrutiny of Black men’s interactions with White women reached new 
heights. After about 1877 regional antimiscegenation laws proliferated, 
and any perceived breach of the social code could—and often did—result 
in the torture and murder of Black people. The trauma of slavery carried 
forward: Black women were systematically terrorized through sexual 
assault. Black men lynching victims were frequently castrated. The sexual 
specificity of White violence and control in the postbellum United States 
was innovative in its brutality.17

In this context it may seem perplexing that the rate of mixed-race births 
to Black women increased steadily in the decades following slavery. 
However, this was not because Black women gained autonomy but 
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because, now that they were no longer legally considered the property of 
any White man, all White men were free to exploit them free of reprisal 
or rebuke.18 There was little protection for Black Americans under Jim 
Crow. Rape and lynching continued as forms of social control such that 
Black men who retaliated against sexual violence on behalf of family 
members were summarily hanged. In the classic book Caste and Class in 
a Southern Town, published in 1937, John Dollard describes how White 
men commonly lost their virginity by having sex with Black women—to 
whom they saw themselves entitled.19 Meanwhile, the same White men 
viewed White women as chaste and virtuous, in need of protection from 
Black men.

The twin facts of their economic dependence on White employers and the 
controlling scripts that alleged they were both promiscuous and the rightful 
prey of White men, have made Black women and girls particularly vulnera-
ble to sexual exploitation throughout much of U.S. history. Considering cen-
turies of institutionalized abuse, it is no surprise that the first lawsuits against 
sexual harassment were filed in the 1970s by Black women, and it was a 
Black woman who founded the Me Too movement in 2006.20 Indeed, 
whether through enslavement or wage employment, Black women have 
borne the brunt of men’s sexual aggression in the U.S. labor force. Further, 
the selective impulse of White masculinity, by which only White women are 
in need of protection—and then only from the sexual predation of non-
White men—points less to chivalrous altruism than to a gendered White 
supremacy that carefully regulates which men can dominate which women.

The spirit of laws restricting intermarriage that existed in the United 
States since the seventeenth century was generally termed “amalgamation” 
until 1864. “Miscegenation” was coined in that year in a presidential election 
pamphlet at a time in which slave emancipation was the burning issue of the 
day. The pamphlet, Miscegenation: the Theory of the Blending of the Races, 
was written by two New York politicians who insisted that an independent 
term was needed to refer to the “mixture of two or more races.” Amalgamation, 
the common word for it, also referred to the mixing of metals.21 And so they 
combined the Latin word miscere (to mix) with genus (race) to develop the 
more scientific-sounding but inherently racialized term miscegenation.22 
The term caught on rapidly and appeared as a cautionary cartoon in a New 
York daily newspaper, which intended to startle and horrify through its 
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depiction of a “miscegenation ball,” at which White Republicans waltzed and 
otherwise intimately interacted with Black women.23

Fears of miscegenation were also rooted in questions of identity. At 
issue during the era of Reconstruction, historians argue, was in fact 
African American identity itself.24 Previously, Blackness had been defined 
as unfree. The question of how former slaves and their offspring would 
enter the national stage as free was a pressing concern for a White citi-
zenry whose identity had long been conflated with the idea.

From 1860 to 1920 a patchwork of conflicting standards on racial 
identity emerged across U.S. states. Among the racial classifications legis-
lators hastily constructed were mulatto (the dehumanizing term for indi-
viduals of mixed White and Black ancestry that derived from the word for 
a mule, the offspring of a male donkey and a female horse); quadroon (for 
a person who is one-quarter Black by descent); and octoroon (for a person 
who is one-eighth Black by descent) in others. Each was, by the concept of 
hypodescent, a way to make clear that a mixed-race person was decidedly 
non-White and therefore substandard. At the turn of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the same person could travel to Alabama and be considered a 
mulatto, but fully “Negro” in neighboring Tennessee.

Such conflicting legal designations reveal a great deal about the con-
struction of race, specifically multiraciality. In their efforts to establish 
degrees of non-Whiteness and solidify the boundaries around Whiteness, 
they reified myths about White racial purity and the rightness of White 
privilege. Before Reconstruction, when White dominance was taken for 
granted, racial distinctions such as quadroon, mulatto, and octoroon mat-
tered only in those few cities marked by triracial caste systems that more 
closely resembled Caribbean and Latin American norms. In the absence 
of slavery, when fears of growing social equality for Blacks intensified 
among Whites, these designations gained greater importance.

miscegenation laws beyond black and white  
and the specificity of anti-blackness

Madison Grant, a prominent conservationist and public thinker of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, publicly lamented that legal 
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shifts since emancipation were allowing Whites to commit what he called 
“race suicide.” He argued that society should fight back by either breeding 
“from the best” or “eliminat[ing] the worst by segregation or steriliza-
tion.”25 Grant was a proponent of scientific racism, which leveraged the 
language of evolutionary theory, genetic science, and biological determin-
ism to implement a new system of racial disenfranchisement after eman-
cipation. His The Passing of the Great Race, published in 1916, greatly 
influenced U.S. segregationist and eugenicist policies, including the exclu-
sionary immigration acts passed in the 1920s and 1930s, which placed 
quotas on immigration from countries in Africa, Central America, South 
America, and Asia, whose populations were not considered a fit with 
White supremacy and purity in the United States.26 In addition to advo-
cating for exclusion on the basis of genetic inferiority, Grant explained the 
already visible persistence of U.S. racial inequality in biological terms, 
which made racism appear scientific.27

Antimiscegenation laws predated eugenics movements in the United 
States, but eugenic principles were used to broaden antimiscegenation leg-
islation in the early parts of the twentieth century. Influenced by Grant’s 
concerns around race dilution, the notion of hypodescent was key to the 
rationale for such laws. Commonly referred to as the “one-drop rule,” hypo-
descent was a legal method of categorization that generally defined any 
person with African American ancestry, and sometimes Native American 
or Asian ancestry, as “colored” or “negro” and redefined Whiteness to refer 
only to persons without mixed racial ancestry.28 Well into the twentieth 
century, states called on the one-drop rule as they developed antimiscege-
nation laws. Its legacy remains a powerful influence on the way modern 
U.S. Americans comprehend race and social status, as well as partner 
desirability and procreation.

The best-known example of these laws is Virginia’s 1924 Act to 
Preserve Racial Integrity, which expanded the definition of miscegenation 
such that any marriage between a White person and a person with any 
non-White ancestry was a felony (as opposed to an 1866 law, where peo-
ple with up to one-quarter non-White ancestry were considered White by 
the state of Virginia).29 Now not only a person’s racial identity but also 
their entire genealogical heritage proscribed whom they could or could 
not marry.30
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The one-drop rule originates in the property interests of slaveholders, yet 
it tells us something important about the social construction of race and 
sexual preference. For one it produced a racial taxonomy upheld by a mono-
lithic notion of Blackness. That is, to be White, it asserts, one cannot also be 
Black, and to be Black, one cannot also be White. Put differently, Whiteness 
is legitimate only to the degree that Blackness is negated. Perhaps most tell-
ing is the fact that the law stipulated that a White woman could give birth to 
a Black child, but a Black woman could not give birth to a White child.

Monolithic notions of White versus Black were naturalized through the 
legal policing of individuals’ sexual preferences—behaviors that in today’s 
age are often seen as entirely a matter of personal choice. It took a great 
deal of effort, both by the state and by individuals, to produce and reinforce 
boundaries around race and sex. Sexual preference did not have to do with 
merely whom one desired. Rather, sex and reproduction were avenues by 
which property, citizenship, and propriety could be expanded to (or with-
drawn from) individuals. They allowed White supremacy continued con-
trol over the postemancipation expansion of social equality to Blacks.

Although the rule of hypodescent most aggressively targeted Afro-
descendants in the United States, other groups—including, by the language 
employed in the laws of the time, Native Americans, Asian Americans, 
Malays, Hindus, and Mongolians—were controlled by antimiscegenation 
laws.31 Even in these cases a Black-White binary often shaped how the state 
understood interracial liaisons between Whites and non-Whites.32 At its 
core this strain of laws was deployed “to prevent the dilution of the White 
race.” Thus, all immigrants could be “negroized” as the state required, to both 
reconcile the eradication of slavery and uphold White supremacy.33 This 
ever-shifting hierarchy of Whiteness did not deviate on one thing: closer to 
White was positive, and closer to Blackness was negative. That logic would 
become a defining feature of U.S. Americans’ intimate relations, courtships, 
and marriages. Indeed, as we will see in later chapters, the same “preference” 
patterns are still evident in personal racial preferences of daters today.

 Asians

People of Asian descent have, throughout U.S. history, been cast as non-
White and unassimilable. Chinese immigrants to the United States in the 
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nineteenth century were mostly men, labor migrants who settled on the 
West Coast and took low-skilled jobs in agriculture, mining, and railroad 
construction. In 1870 Chinese men outnumbered Chinese women in the 
United States by fourteen to one.34 The disparity intensified with the 
California Gold Rush of 1848–55 and the building of the First 
Transcontinental Railroad (1863–69), both of which increased the Asian 
population in the West and South. For example, after the Civil War, when 
free Black labor became more scarce (emancipation, to be sure, did not 
end the exploitation of Black labor but often displaced it to near-slavery 
economic arrangements like sharecropping), immigrant men from China, 
often referred as “Coolies,” were recruited and coerced into hard labor.35 
In Louisiana Chinese men were imported as cheap and exploitable labor 
to fill the vacuum of chattel slavery, for instance.

The growing presence of this newly racialized group in the West and 
South was met with enormous backlash. Many working-class White citi-
zens saw the Chinese, similar to the newly emancipated Blacks, as a threat 
to their livelihood. Thus, as historian Ronald Takaki describes,

Racial qualities that had been assigned to Blacks became Chinese character-
istics. . . . Heathen, morally inferior, savage, and childlike, the Chinese were 
also viewed as lustful and sensual. Chinese women were condemned as “a 
depraved class,” and their depravity was associated with their almost 
African-like physical appearance: they were “fair [of complexion] but 
[physically] a slight removal from the African race.”36

The existing racial paradigm influenced the reception of immigrant 
newcomers.

Although Asian labor fueled westward expansion after 1850, Asian 
enclaves springing up in western cities such as San Francisco further 
aroused fears of an impending “Asian takeover.” As eugenicist ideology 
aided in solidifying notions of monolithic Blackness, eugenicist “yellow 
peril” discourses constructed Asians as threats to the Western world. 
Particularly because most such immigrants were men, propaganda 
depicted Asian men kidnapping and killing White women, often evoking 
biological threats such as disease or infection.37

Again racialized fears bolstered by racist laws would become taken for 
granted by many White families, affecting societal notions of desirability 
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over centuries. In response to xenophobic and nativist backlash of Whites, 
first state and then federal laws were initiated to block the entry of “unas-
similable” Asians to the United States. The Page Act of 1875 restricted the 
immigration of Chinese women, coded as prostitutes and polygamists, while 
the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 broadened bans to all Chinese immi-
grants.38 The first was named for its sponsor, Representative Horace D. 
Page, who stated that the act would “end the danger of cheap Chinese labor 
and immoral Chinese women.”39 The Japanese would become targets for 
exclusionary laws almost as quickly as they began to immigrate to the United 
States. The 1907 Gentlemen’s Agreement between the two countries 
required the Japanese government to stop issuing passports to emigrants if 
the United States allowed Japanese Americans the right to family reunifica-
tion.40 Enforcing prevailing notions of racial and ethnic hierarchies, many 
states extended or enacted new antimiscegenation prohibitions to include 
Asians, “Hindus,” and Filipinos in the decades after the Civil War.41 Notably, 
the explicitly gendered component of the Page Act returns our attention to 
the gendered racial constructions being leveraged by Whites.

Combined, these acts restricted the reproductive freedom of Asians by 
ensuring the availability of a neutered Asian male labor force that could 
fill temporary demands but discouraging permanent settlement and the 
emergence of Asian American families.42 White men were prohibited 
from participating in intimate relations with Asian women by law and by 
the legally inscribed construction of Asian women as a threat to the White 
American bloodline.43

Nativists during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries warned that 
miscegenation was inevitable should the United States allow any Asian 
immigration. Ironically, the situation feared and controlled by the anti-
Asian backlash actually resulted from U.S. policy, which necessarily 
resulted in an extreme sex ratio imbalance among Asians in the United 
States. Offspring of Asian-White unions were often referred to as 
“Eurasian” and represented by the media as problematic “half-castes”  
who threatened the nation’s development.44 In 1890 a Harper’s Weekly 
article read,

Around the gutters, playing on terms of equality with other gamins, may be 
seen a few boys whose features betray their mingled blood. . . . Many of the 
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Chinese, however, unable to bring their wives from the Flowery Kingdom, 
have intermarried with the Irish. Whether they prefer Irish, or are unable to 
win other women, no outsider can say; but it is a fact that all, or nearly all, 
the women who have married Chinamen here are Hibernians [an Irish 
Catholic Organization].45

Editorials frequently invoked the specter of “half-castes” and “half-breeds.” 
And the 1907 Expatriation Act threatened that White women who mar-
ried not only Asians but any non-White men with the forfeit of their citi-
zenship.46 No such laws applied to White men. These racialized ideologies 
took shape in a context in which race was directly associated with social 
status and economic well-being. Thus, they would set in motion deep and 
enduring racialized perceptions of desirability for marriage and procrea-
tion in the United States.

The case of Chinese men in the Mississippi Delta is relevant here. The 
first wave of Chinese came to the Delta after the Civil War, substituting the 
labor of Blacks who fled the sharecropping economy. Due to the restrictive 
immigration law curtailing Chinese women’s entrance into the country, 
many of these men married Black women. Antimiscegenation laws had 
been primarily interested in regulating the boundaries of Whiteness, so 
these relationships met little state sanction. Chinese were racialized simi-
larly to Blacks in this region, and so Black, Chinese, and mixed-race chil-
dren were all relegated to the same segregated schools in the Jim Crow 
South.

Eventually, many Chinese began to engage in what Vilna Bashi Treitler 
refers to as an “ethnic project”—the attempt to construct a higher place for 
one’s group on the racial hierarchy.47 To distance themselves from the bot-
tom rung of a social hierarchy, the Chinese began to avoid the grueling 
work of sharecropping and instead opened shops in Black neighborhoods. 
They sought alternative schooling arrangements for their children, raising 
funds to found a Chinese Baptist Mission School in the Delta in 1936, 
which allowed them to bypass placing their children in segregated schools 
with Black pupils. Then the Chinese community began to more stringently 
police Chinese-Black liaisons, though not Chinese relationships with 
working-class White women, who might help Asians scale the racialized 
social ladder.48 The enforcement of anti-Blackness among other non-
White groups is a stunning testament to a pernicious White supremacy 
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that has marked U.S. history since its start. And it continues to influence 
intermarriage and race relations today.

Latinos/as

The same racial structures that celebrated proximity to Whiteness and 
demonized Blackness and indigeneity have limited Latino/a intermar-
riage in the Americas. For example, after the War of Independence, the 
Mexican state hoped to attract foreign investment and permanent settle-
ment, and so it created immigration paths for Whites. Under the law 
Whites who married Mexican women could receive citizenship and trade 
opportunities.49 Perhaps needless to say, the offer did not extend to the 
indigenous or free Black population.

After a decade of clashes between Mexicans and U.S. settlers in Texas, 
the republic of Texas achieved self-government. The republic’s land poli-
cies drew from an extant racial hierarchy by which only “Texas Whites” or 
“Spanish-Mexican” household heads could purchase land (and even then 
only if they could prove that they possessed no African or indigenous line-
age). The significance of Whiteness was clear to José María de la Garza 
when he petitioned the republic of Texas court for land. He stated that he 
was “of Texas parents and is a free White person of Spanish and not of 
African blood.” 50 As the republic of Texas “represented the culmination of 
Anglo-Saxon beliefs in the racial inferiority of Mexicans as a result of cen-
turies of racial mixing among Spaniards, Africans and Indians,” de la 
Garza, though technically Mexican by birth, had to prove his Whiteness. 
He did this by making claims regarding the presence of Spanish and the 
absence of “African blood.” 51 Again the negation of Blackness—or at least 
distance from it—was used to push another group toward the virtuosity 
(or at least the privileges) of Whiteness.

When the United States emerged victorious from the U.S.-Mexican War 
of 1848, it forced Mexico to cede one-third of its territory as well as many 
of the Mexican citizens on that land. It was politically expedient to define 
Mexican citizens (regardless of skin color) as White, and thus miscegena-
tion laws never came to include Mexicans. Nevertheless, intermarriage 
between poor Mexican men and White American women was informally 
policed. White social networks saw Mexicans as “mongrels,” presumably 
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due to their mixed-racial ancestry.52 So while they had been given White 
status by U.S. law, Mexican ethnoracial identity emerged as a multifaceted 
identity. In daily life most Mexicans were often identified as non-White, 
while only Spanish-descendant elites were recognized as Whites.

Upon Texas’s statehood in 1848, these hierarchical racial dynamics 
caused interracial intimate relations to play out in deeply gendered ways. 
Wealthy Mexican landowners, eager to see their families climb the class 
and race hierarchy, regularly emphasized their Spanish origins to attract 
wealthy White men to marry their daughters.53 Other Mexican men and 
women, those who did not have resources that interested Whites in this 
way, were rarely afforded a White racial status in practice. Like Asians 
exploited to help supplant the lost labor of Blacks, poor Mexicans of indig-
enous and African descent suffered racialization and labor exploitation. 
They were frequently recruited to substitute for freedmen’s labor on farms 
owned by wealthy White Anglos and White Mexicans. In the beginning of 
the twentieth century, industry and agribusiness leaders, eager to main-
tain a flow of cheap labor, successfully loosened Mexican immigration 
under the claim that they were “birds of passage”—that is, temporary 
workers who posed no threat to the racial hierarchy of the United States. 
For example, in the midst of a nationwide campaign against undocu-
mented immigration, the state sponsored Mexican guest-worker program 
known as the Bracero Program imported four million Mexican workers to 
the United States.54 As such, despite many Whites’ concerns, Mexican 
temporary immigration was protected by the state even as racially moti-
vated restrictions were applied to other immigrants. To many southwest-
ern employers, Mexicans were considered an inferior race, one suited for 
hard and low-wage labor, yet unsuited for permanent citizenship.55

Despite employer interest in maintaining a supply of low-skilled 
Mexican labor, the name birds of passage was soon replaced by uglier 
terms such as illegals and wetbacks in public and political speech. Even 
the popular eugenicist Madison Grant inserted himself into the debate 
concerning Mexicans, stating in a 1923 letter to the House chair of 
Immigration that the “case with Mexicans today is exactly the same as it 
was with the Chinese fifty years ago.” 56 Mexican immigrants were increas-
ingly policed and criminalized.57 Their access to state-sanctioned 
Whiteness faded as the narrative of illegality increasingly racialized 
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Mexicans as non-White. For a brief period, from 1930 to 1939, the U.S. 
Census officially designated Mexicans as a race separate from Whites. This 
change led to a number of Mexicans being denied U.S. citizenship and 
placed trade relations between the two countries at risk. Henceforth 
Mexicans would be formally recognized by the U.S. Census as White, 
though ethnically as Hispanic.58

Europeans

None of the United States’ antimiscegenation laws ever applied to any 
European groups. However, racial hierarchies in the United States have 
always been in flux, and there have been liminal moments in which the 
Irish, Italians, and eastern Europeans such as Polish and Russian immi-
grants were each seen as being of a different race than the nation’s English 
Protestant predecessors.59

Though it is sometimes forgotten today, the election of John F. Kennedy 
in 1960 presents one example. It was a victorious moment for many, in 
which the Irish (and, for that matter, Catholics) became White; that is, it 
was the moment that Irish Americans mark as their transition from per-
secuted outcasts to politically powerful White Americans. Despite the his-
tory of anti-Irish antipathy, the U.S. Census has never treated Irish as a 
racial category. And Irishness is increasingly perceived and treated as an 
optional ethnicity by Irish Americans, meaning that individuals have 
some degree of choice in how they identify ethnically.60 How is it that a 
group commonly evoked in nativist and racist propaganda not so very 
long ago is no longer thought of or treated as a non-White group?

The answer, scholars maintain, is multifaceted. First, immigrant new-
comers have entered a U.S. racial paradigm anchored by the stigmatization 
of Blackness and the valuation of Whiteness, as Vilna Bashi Treitler has 
convincingly argued, meaning that ethnicized identities have been con-
structed in the context of racialization.61 In this sense White ethnic groups’ 
shedding of the negative connotations associated with their ethnic identi-
ties and entrance into full Whiteness has been, historically, conditioned on 
their willingness to distance themselves from the bottom of the U.S. racial 
hierarchy—that is, from Blackness. The vulnerable period of liminal 
approximation between Black and Irish Americans during the late  
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nineteenth to early twentieth century, for example, may explain why many 
among the Irish American working classes were so quick to pick up the 
drumbeat of White supremacy and antiabolitionism.62 The same can be 
said about other immigrant groups such as Italians, Jews, and even the 
Chinese who, in various periods, engaged intimately with African Americans 
(whether in terms of work or play) but later aggressively promoted their 
superiority over Blacks as they vied for the privileges associated with 
Whiteness.

This anti-Blackness can be seen in the way other European groups also 
shed their “non-White” status. In the early twentieth century, for example, 
White southerners saw Italians as both similar to African Americans and 
as a racial middle ground. Mainly from Sicily and southern regions, Italian 
immigrants faced large-scale antipathy, targeted by ethnic slurs like “wop” 
and “dago” and sometimes experiencing violence, including, for example, 
the lynching of eleven Italian men in New Orleans in 1891.63 Amid deni-
gration from White society, Italian immigrants embraced a “rhetoric of 
self-righteousness about their own struggles and of blaming African 
Americans for society’s ills,” joining Whites to terrorize Black residents in 
urban spaces. Over time Italian’s “waning ethnicity” signaled their racial 
incorporation into a U.S. racial paradigm anchored by anti-Blackness.64

Immigration laws also played a role in constructing these racial hierar-
chies, instructed by White supremacy and creating the scaffolding through 
which it would be propped up. They influenced ideas about who one could 
or should marry as they built racialized preferences and anti-Blackness 
into the very architecture of the nation. The Immigration Act of 1924 
reconstructed a variety of national categories that had previously not been 
considered discrete or natural units of classification. Before 1924, aside 
from several racialized exclusion policies (like those targeting Asians), 
immigration border control was barely a legal concept and policy. For 
example, immigration was altogether unrecorded by the U.S. Census 
before 1820, emigration was not recorded until 1907, and politically 
defined nation-states were not commonly used in formal classification sys-
tems. But the Immigration Act of 1924 introduced the social and political 
concept of “national origins” as well as a quota system stipulating the 
number of people who could immigrate to the United States during a given 
year. African descendants residing in the United States by 1890 were not 
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even considered in the calculation, as they were imagined as having no 
country of origin and thus were not legally considered immigrants.65

An extension of the Chinese Exclusion Act, the 1924 Origins Act 
excluded all immigrants from Asia with the creation of its “Asiatic Barred 
Zone,” which stipulated that Asians were ineligible for citizenship. As a 
result, racial exclusion and immigration laws, like antimiscegenation laws, 
would have powerful repercussions for how race, cross-racial intimate 
relations, and the institutions of marriage would evolve.66 Indeed, the 
quota system of 1924 also codified people from all European countries 
(regardless of quota status, in the case of eastern Europeans) as officially 
White, including those who had been and often continued to be unoffi-
cially racialized as closer to non-White.

world war ii  and the war brides act of 1945

Although the racial ideas that underpin how intermarriage is understood 
in the United States can often be tied back to how state and federal gov-
ernments codified racial subordination, such regulation also occurred 
beyond this country’s borders. One important example is the massive 
deployment of the U.S. military during World War II, which resulted in 
large numbers of interracial relationships between U.S. nationals and for-
eigners. These influenced important shifts in ideas about interracial mar-
riage, particularly as regarded intermarriage with Asian women.

Stateside racial politics affected how military personnel conducted 
their intimate lives during overseas deployments. For example, military 
personnel were required to seek permission to marry, and their superiors 
commonly drew on familiar proscriptions against interracial marriages to 
inhibit such unions on foreign lands.67 Those who did marry foreign 
spouses faced obstacles in bringing their spouses to the United States. 
However, in a notable shift, Congress enacted the War Brides Act of 1945, 
which enabled servicemen to marry and naturalize women from countries 
whose citizens were otherwise prohibited from migrating to the United 
States.68 To be sure, the War Brides Act and other related laws directly 
contrasted with the Page Act and the Expatriation Act.69 While the latter 
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restricted Asian men’s access to Asian wives, the former explicitly 
expanded White soldiers’ access to foreign, often Asian, wives.

Even so the war years brought an intensification of anti-Asian policy, 
specifically policy aimed at the Japanese. In 1942 President Franklin 
Roosevelt’s Executive Order 9066 initiated the forced removal and incar-
ceration of Japanese and Japanese Americans within the United States 
into concentration camps. Japan’s involvement in the war was the osten-
sible motivation for the executive order, but the way it was carried out 
drew on long-standing yellow-peril traditions that postulated that the 
Japanese (and other East Asians) were dangers to the Western world.70 
Determining the racial status of individuals with Japanese ancestry 
became a fixation, and hypodescent, or the one-drop rule, was leveraged 
to carry out this executive order such that any trace of Japanese lineage or 
“blood” could trigger expulsion. However, the legal definition of Japanese 
was later redefined under a “Mixed Marriage Policy,” then revised again to 
stipulate that those with 50 percent or less Japanese blood in the family or 
individual could be exempted from internment. This case illustrates how 
the implementation of hypodescent in the United States was systematic 
when it came to Blacks, whereas for groups like the Japanese, it was ran-
domly applied, often in more idiosyncratic local and historical contexts.

The period after World War II would begin a new phase in the history 
of racialization in the United States, as a number of major social move-
ments would begin to challenge policies that promoted the social hierar-
chies of hegemonic Whiteness. Ultimately, these social movements would 
remove the legal restrictions on intimate relations across racial lines. 
Nevertheless, historical racial hierarchies would remain in place, continu-
ing to influence U.S. Americans’ racial preferences for sex and courtship.

breaking down centuries- old barriers

The question of whether states should or could wield control over mar-
riage and sex has played out in legislation and court cases since the birth 
of the nation. Antimiscegenation laws, and later immigration laws, were 
central to such debates. In 1948 the California Supreme Court, in Perez v. 
Sharp, became the first court to invalidate an antimiscegenation law.71 
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But the U.S. Supreme Court was the only governing body that could inval-
idate antimiscegenation laws nationwide.72 Civil rights activists were well 
aware that antimiscegenation laws were pivotal to upholding Jim Crow, 
yet they engaged the issue with more caution than other issues, such as 
housing, education, voting rights, and employment. The landmark case 
that ruled school segregation policies unconstitutional, Brown v. Board of 
Education, for example, was decided in 1954. It would be another decade 
before the U.S. Supreme Court took up antimiscegenation laws. Why did 
it take so long?

Back in 1944, in the now-classic An American Dilemma: The Negro 
Problem and Modern Democracy, Swedish economist and social commen-
tator Gunnar Myrdal observed a paradox. Whites, he noted, were less resist-
ant to expanding rights to African Americans in the public sphere than they 
were in presumably private matters: they “put their highest priority on 
maintaining the bar against intermarriage and sexual intercourse involving 
White women.” 73 Myrdal’s observation points to the singular importance of 
intimate relations—particularly those surrounding Whiteness and 
Blackness—to U.S. racial policies and racialized social hierarchies. It also 
points to the reason why, during the twentieth century, activists’ political 
strategy prioritized pursuing cases of racial injustice in areas such as hous-
ing and voting rights but avoided pursuing laws against intermarriage.

Once Brown v. Board of Education outlawed segregated schools in 
1954, it became more likely that antimiscegenation laws could be dis-
mantled. Yet, in the midst of the civil rights movement, Whites were 
becoming more attached to such laws. Their demise would undermine not 
only one pillar of Jim Crow segregation but cut to the very core of White 
supremacy. For civil rights activists it was a matter of strategy to delay 
court challenges to intermarriage prohibitions. Whites’ aversion to inter-
racial intimacy was so ingrained that NAACP litigators and activists 
believed stirring up this aversion might risk major political efforts, specifi-
cally the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and the Civil Rights Act of 1964.74

In the meantime nearly a third of states with antimiscegenation laws 
had repealed them by 1963. The state of Virginia, however, was its own 
domain. Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act of 1924 served as a precedent  
for institutionalized White supremacy such that it was considered the 
linchpin of the Jim Crow racial regime; that is, Virginia was a symbolically 
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and politically important state for civil rights activists as well as those 
invested in the racial status quo.

On June 2, 1958, some four years after Brown v. Board of Education, 
Richard Loving, a White man, and his Black and Native American partner, 
Mildred Jeter, drove from Virginia to Washington, DC, to marry. Their 
marriage was used as grounds for their arrest, and the couple was formally 
banned from the state of Virginia for twenty-five years. In 1964, six years 
into their exile, the Lovings filed a motion to appeal with the backing of the 
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). The initial appeal was dismissed. 
In 1965 the Virginia Supreme Court of Appeals also turned it away, 
upholding the constitutionality of Virginia’s 1924 Racial Integrity Act and 
referring to its 1955 decision in Naim v. Naim (which upheld state efforts 
“ ‘to preserve the racial integrity of its citizens,’ and to prevent ‘the corrup-
tion of blood,’ ‘a mongrel breed of citizens,’ and the ‘obliteration of racial 
pride’ ”).75 But in 1967—three years after the passage of the Civil Rights 
Act and two years after the Voting Rights Act—the Lovings appealed to the 
U.S. Supreme Court with the backing of civil rights activists.

In the end the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Loving established a 
landmark precedent: antimiscegenation statutes were in violation of the 
Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment and thus wholly 
unconstitutional. The extension of protection into “private” domestic 
space radically altered the southern racial regime, which utilized family 
and personal relationships to promote White supremacy. However, one of 
the key implications of this decision would be unrealized for some time. 
As the courts were actively striking down laws that for centuries had 
allowed racial preferences in the public sphere, the Loving ruling asserted 
not only that racial choice in the private sphere be permitted but that, 
from a legal perspective, it was conceptually logical that the race of one’s 
most intimate partners was a matter of personal preference.

the legacy of antimiscegenation laws

Loving v. Virginia, along with the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964, occurred in the context of the United States’ absorption 
of political colorblindness. Thus, its success seemingly represents a contra-
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diction: the case determined that the state had no role in regulating the 
private sphere, and its colorblind logic paradoxically made it possible to 
discount discrimination occurring in the private sphere; that is, if the racial 
state legally transformed into a colorblind one, personal racial preferences 
were deemed legitimate—or at least beyond state purview.76

For centuries the state had told people which sexual relations were per-
mitted and how to interpret those intimate relations. Loving v. Virginia 
could undo those laws, but it could not undo the social realities and hier-
archies that were now associated with interracial intimate relations. In 
other words, by the time of this legal decision, the work of the court offi-
cials, eugenicists, politicians, law enforcement officers, families, and vigi-
lante citizens who together enforced racial separation around sex and 
marriage had already been done. The social facts of race and racial prefer-
ence had been solidified and reproduced by individuals through the quo-
tidian politics of everyday life. Within the private sphere, a space now 
legally marked by the liberal right of “choice,” racial preference was any-
thing but a public matter.

Another half century later individual stakeholders—that is, rental 
agents, home owners, employers, educators, legal clerks—cannot explic-
itly evoke the language of racialized “personal preference” when justifying 
whether or not someone is a suitable tenant or a job candidate is fit for a 
position. The ongoing civil rights movement has extended marriage rights 
to same-sex couples and led to the growth of an interracially married and 
partnered population.

Yet racial prejudice and violence endure. When Alabama and South 
Carolina decided to remove their vestigial legal statutes against intermar-
riage from their books in 1998 and 2000, 41 percent of Alabamians and 
38 percent of South Carolinians voted to retain them.77 The United States 
has seen the election, and reelection, of its first mixed-race, Black-identified 
president but also the election of a White president who expresses overt 
racial prejudice and dismisses the importance of high-profile incidents of 
racial violence and rallies for White supremacy. The past is not gone, as the 
disproportionately high murder rate of Black people at the hands of police 
and stand-your-ground vigilantes illustrate or as the 2017 “Unite the 
Right” rally of White supremacists makes so horrifyingly clear. By no coin-
cidence the rally took place in Virginia—a state that has played such a key 
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role in the institutionalization of White supremacy in the United States. 
Hate groups that once occupied prominent social positions in the U.S. 
South have again found openly expressed support and solidarity, while 
exposure and backlash on social media points to how technology affects the 
ways race is viewed and acted on in U.S. society. Indeed, with phones now 
capturing videos of once-hidden criminal behavior and the use of photos 
on social media to expose the identities of participants in White supremacy 
rallies, antiracist activists are exposing the names and faces of those who 
would spread hate.

In the United States today, the internet is where social issues, including 
race, are negotiated and renegotiated. In the digital world one can com-
ment, post, and browse topics anonymously with little fear of repercus-
sion. Similarly, online dating allows people to express sexual preferences 
for Whites or Asians or Blacks without public judgement, leading to a new 
form of digital-sexual racism. But before we get to the age of internet 
courtship, we need to look at how pre-internet courtship became inextri-
cably bound to the history of racial politics in the United States.
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Historically, U.S. courtship followed a chaperoned home-calling model, 
like the one described in the late nineteenth-century Marriage Guide for 
Young Men excerpt in the epigraph.1 The evolution of courtship from the 
colonial era to today is a shift from a formal process involving intense 
third-party mediation to an informal process that has elevated the role of 
the individual’s interest ahead of family or community demand. It has 
reflected changes in the U.S. economy, family, and society amid a growing 
emphasis on individual choice.

Gendered racial oppression has been part and parcel of U.S. courtship 
all along. As we discussed in chapter 1, it has been central to the state’s 
enforcement of sexual boundaries for at least three centuries. Indeed, the 
invention of dating in the early twentieth century reduced the roles of the 
state and family in individuals’ marital relations in ways that paralleled 
the precipitous decline of the agrarian family economy.

At the same time, though not at all coincidentally, postbellum antimis-
cegenation laws solidified legal definitions of race in the United States. 
Along with the emergence of consumer culture, codified racial categories 
created a context in which a prospective partner’s race was increasingly 

 2 From the Back Porch 
to the Computer Screen
the rise of choice in courtship

The place of all others to court a young lady is in her home. 
The only right way for a young lady to receive the addresses 
of a young man is with the knowledge and consent of her 
mother, and under that mother’s own supervision.

George Hudson, 1883
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framed as one among many dimensions of individual preference. We 
might call it consumerist discrimination.

In the chapters that follow, we document the way the legacies of U.S. 
racial and gender hierarchies and notions of personal preference have 
shaped its citizens’ approaches to online dating, resulting in a new form of 
digital-sexual racism. To help bring these legacies into view, however, we 
first explore how race and gender came to be bound up in the evolution of 
dating and courtship in the United States—and how laws and institutions 
that prohibited sexual intimacy across the color line were, in turn, inter-
nalized and actively reasserted through daters’ self-regulation.

marriage as collective choice

Despite all the sentiments associated with romantic love and fidelity, mar-
riage has always been, at its heart, a contract. This was particularly true in 
preindustrial, agricultural societies. For White elites, marriages cemented 
political alliances and consolidated intergenerational transfers of wealth. 
But even for free families with few assets, marriages established social status 
and sanctioned a stable production of offspring into a family unit, ensuring 
mutual subsistence vis-à-vis each family member’s labor contribution.

For these reasons courtship during the U.S. colonial through Victorian 
eras was commonly conceived as a family undertaking. Parents had great 
incentive to monitor their children’s sexuality. They were also in charge of 
finding the right family with which to form the union, and their decisions 
were supported by the state and religious institutions. Such marriages 
were sometimes arranged prior to sexual maturity, particularly among the 
White upper classes. Where marriages were not arranged early on, par-
ents were actively involved in the courtship process upon their child’s 
sexual debut. This kind of third-party influence—in which the parties of a 
marriage follow not only their personal preferences but also those of fam-
ily, community, and religious institutions—dominated marriage decisions 
among free peoples until the twentieth century.

In contrast, calling courtship among the elite typically took place in the 
woman’s home under the supervision of her parents. In some cases the 
visits were prearranged through consultation between the parents of both 



prospective husband and wife—a tradition still evidenced by some con-
temporary marriage practices such as fathers symbolically “giving away” 
their daughters in wedding ceremonies and by grooms asking the bride’s 
family for their blessing before engagement. Both the original and the ves-
tigial practices, of course, reflect women’s historical role as property to be 
exchanged between father and husband.

A young person’s family’s social networks also largely determined who 
they could court and marry throughout U.S. history. Because the purpose 
of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century marriages was often to facilitate 
property inheritance (especially among land-holding, White families); 
reproduction; and social cohesion, parents desired unions that main-
tained the family’s status. Familial control of courtship in this way also 
ensured formal racial separation of Whites from both slaves and from the 
free Black population, leaving little room for even a strong-willed woman 
to select a mate outside her own race, religion, or class. Endogamy, or 
marriage limited to same-group members, still generally characterizes the 
typical U.S. union, as we see in the introductory chapter of this book.

To be sure, the right to marry is enjoyed widely in the United States 
today, but that is a very recent and not at all settled development. 
Significant swaths of U.S. Americans have been denied the right to marry, 
including lesbian and gay Americans. But for our purposes here, we must 
delve into the marriage exclusion as it related specifically to enslaved peo-
ples.2 Legal recognition of marriages among chattel slaves would jeopard-
ize White families’ lines of inheritance (given that the people themselves 
were treated as heritable property and a form of intergenerational wealth), 
yet some slave owners encouraged informal marriage among the enslaved. 
Slaves’ marriages were seen as bolstering a more stable workforce and 
reducing attrition via runaways. They also produced children, whose very 
existence expanded Whites’ property portfolios.3

Marital unions and courtship rituals under slavery, then, did not func-
tion as an economic system to the benefit of slaves as they did for young 
Whites. Instead, these relations emphasized companionship, emotional 
support, and mutual protection in ways that interestingly presage con-
temporary love-marriage narratives.4 But lack of sociolegal protection 
plagued slave unions with uncertainty and evanescence, with many unions 
dissolved at the auction block. Marriages among the enslaved were also 
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decoupled from sexual exclusivity: enslaved women often had no choice in 
reproductive matters and were frequently forced into sexual relations that 
would expand their master’s “property” (whether the children were 
fathered by the owner, a woman’s common husband, or another enslaved 
man, all were considered property at birth).5 Thus the precariousness of 
slave life led to furtive unions of “unauthorized beginnings and inexact 
endings”; nevertheless, the historical record indicates that slaves estab-
lished emotionally fulfilling courtships in a proliferation of forms: within 
plantations, “abroad” at other plantations, and in mixed-status (free-slave)  
couples. Some enslaved men and women traded their freedom for the 
ability to stay in proximity to their husbands or wives, as well as children 
and other kin.6 Archival evidence also shows that enslaved parents and 
their kin were at times actively involved in their children’s courtship proc-
ess. They sometimes exerted influence on their children’s choice of court-
ing partner, and, though they were largely without property, many patched 
together resources to form the couple’s new household.7

Nineteenth-century immigrants to the United States, free Blacks living 
outside of slave states, and other poor and working-class U.S. Americans 
theoretically enjoyed the legal protection of marriage and its benefits.8 
However, they had far less status or property to protect than the elites. 
That meant fewer reasons to police their offspring’s sexuality and secure 
proper matches. Thus, while marriages still played an important role in 
economic production and cementing social ties within these communi-
ties, working-class youth had more autonomy in their romantic explora-
tions. The church exerted a strong influence on the sexual mores of the 
poor and elite alike, but this prevalence of consensual unions among the 
poor and working classes came with a more accepting stance toward pre-
marital pregnancies.9

That calling courtship had competition among the working classes 
does not mean that it was absent. Many of the same calling courtship 
practices undertaken by White elites were as important to other classes, 
such that, for example, the chaperones who had become part of the highly 
ritualized calling culture of the Victorian era commonly enforced gen-
dered social virtues among the working classes, particularly those groups 
with strong religious ties. Jane Addams, in 1909, noted that those among 
the “Latin races” of immigrant families in Chicago, for instance, exercised 



“careful chaperonage over their marriageable daughters.”10 Susan Cahn, 
documenting what she called the competing moralities of southern Black 
communities, evidenced similarly how well-to-do Black families restricted 
the sexual access of their appropriately aged daughters through a super-
vised calling culture referred to as “keeping company.”11

Among the Black American community, traditional gendered ideolo-
gies also played an influential role in monitoring courtship processes.12 
Given the hardships endured by enslaved families, many Black elites 
believed that the traditional model of marriage and procreation countered 
pervasive racist stereotypes about Black femininity and masculinity that 
so often demonized African American family life. Marriage therefore sig-
naled “proper conduct,” understood by elites as necessary for the advance-
ment of the African American community. This imperative also involved 
the “promise of patriarchal protection” so that Black women could access 
economic, legal, physical, and sexual protection within matrimony.13 A 
politics of respectability ideology, therefore, became the guiding principle 
of the intellectual and political work of many Black leaders, including 
W. E. B. Du Bois.14

Still, working-class Black adolescents had relatively more sexual free-
dom than either White or Black elites. As argued by Shirley A. Hill, many 
Black women insisted on forming families that challenged patriarchal ide-
als of courtship and marriage as they reclaimed their independence and 
sexuality.15 Some Black parents, aside from cautioning against pregnancy 
and the sexual predations of White men, viewed adolescent sexuality as a 
natural and expected stage in the process of becoming an adult. Thus, 
supervision carried less urgency. For example, in a newspaper column 
published in 1887, Belle Dorce advised on Black teenagers, “Her court-
ship is free. If the girl has been properly reared by her parents there should 
be no fear to let her meet her lover alone. When we watch her, we tell her 
too plainly that we do not trust her.”16 And, as W. E. B. Du Bois observed 
in The Philadelphia Negro, Black families might lack the funds to follow 
every formal social ritual. Thus, many working-class Black men and 
women lived together and had children without marrying.17

Taken together, pre–twentieth-century U.S. courtship was, with varia-
tion, marked by third-party interests and oversight. Whether it was the 
state via antimiscegenation laws, the church enforcing religious doctrine, 

 f r o m  t h e  b a c k  p o r c h  t o  t h e  c o m p u t e r  s c r e e n  49



50 f r o m  t h e  b a c k  p o r c h  t o  t h e  c o m p u t e r  s c r e e n

or parents overseeing the sexual morays of their children, personal prefer-
ence had less claim to primacy over community interest in marriage 
compacts.

matrimonial advertisements,  
the first american singles ads

As the nineteenth century inched toward the twentieth, this third-party 
power over marital decisions began to erode. The decline was evident, for 
instance, during the large-scale nineteenth-century immigration to the 
U.S. West, when individuals left family behind as they moved in search of 
work and land. Distance from family, along with economic opportunities 
gained by the forced appropriation of indigenous land, freed many White 
colonist men from depending on elders for land or financial support. The 
westward migration also led to gender imbalances, such that more young 
White men than women were in the Great Plains and West Coast.18 
Starting with the gold rush in the 1840s, this period of movement and 
resettlement sparked the very first U.S. singles ads.

While family-centered courtship dominated the more heavily populated 
East Coast, advertisement-mediated marriages were more common in the 
West. Amid looser community control, a small industry cropped up to 
attract women from eastern states and Europe to the male-dominated 
frontier country. Soon there were a variety of periodicals and catalogs 
devoted entirely to singles ads—by 1900 there were at least twenty in 
operation.19 The highest circulation weekly was Matrimonial News, pub-
lished in Kansas City, Chicago, San Francisco, and England from 1886 
through 1901.20 In forty words or less, nineteenth-century singles detailed 
the attributes of their desired mate and their own nuptial bona fides.

The ads were generated largely by men, but women sometimes posted 
their own ads. Reflecting the gendered demand and supply of the market 
among the western states, women’s ads were posted free of charge. By 
necessity the ads were short and direct, essentially precursors to the clas-
sified newspaper singles ads that emerged in the late twentieth century. 
They frequently referenced physical appearance, including age, height, 
weight, and sometimes skin tone or ethnicity. For example, one ad pub-
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lished January 8, 1887, reads, “A widow of 28, 5 feet 2 inches tall, black 
eyes and hair, weighing 125 pounds, wishes to make acquaintance of 
some dark complexioned gentleman of 25 to 45; am a first rate house-
keeper.”21 Straightforward, these ads tended to reference the economic, 
not romantic, aspects of partnership. Most expressed a preference for 
finding a partner of means or stipulated specific incomes and real estate 
the seeker would bring to a marriage.

Importantly, the western context meant a lessened parental influence 
and the general lack of an entrenched slavery system. This meant that 
cross-race pairings were far more likely in western states than eastern—a 
legacy that persists today.22 Indeed, throughout U.S. history new immi-
grant groups have had higher rates of intermarriage, largely because many 
of the first immigrants from any country were likely to be men.23

In its specificity the catalog-marriage industry also expanded the 
opportunities for White ethnic minorities to find someone of similar faith 
or ethnic background. Abraham Calof, a Russian Jewish immigrant living 
in the desolate prairie of North Dakota, sought a Jewish spouse with an ad 
placed in an 1893 issue of the Matrimonial News: “A wife of good, strong 
character is what I seek, but it is optional. To be of Jewish faith is manda-
tory.”24 To Calof religious identity outweighed even integrity in the hierar-
chy of marital needs. Ultimately, he married an eighteen-year-old Russian 
immigrant named Rachel, who would chronicle their homesteading life 
and raising their seven children in a memoir.25 Today these kinds of tar-
geted advertisements still exist, and ads like Abraham Calof ’s bring to 
mind websites like “Jdate,” which launched in 1997 and specialized in 
pairing Jewish singles.

The development of catalog-marriage advertisements was an impor-
tant harbinger of future courtship in particular ways. It not only indicated 
a shift away from parental arrangement and other third-party oversight, 
giving more agency to individual daters, but also impelled daters to con-
sciously articulate what they sought in a partner. In this way these adver-
tisements are one of the earliest nineteenth-century formal expressions of 
racial or ethnic preferences in the process of searching for intimate part-
ners. Although many records document people’s racial or ethnic prefer-
ences before this time, these ads marked a moment in which it became 
common to clearly state such expressions as part of the effort to find inti-
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mate partners. Some of these advertisements were outright discrimina-
tory. The negative sentiment against the Irish and southern and eastern 
Europeans, for example, was blatant. One May 1873 advertisement pub-
lished in a San Francisco paper stated,

I am 33 years of age, and as regards looks can average with most men. I am 
looking for a lady to make for my wife, and I am heartily tired of bachelor 
life. I desire a lady not over 28 or 30 years of age, not ugly, well educated and 
musical. Nationality makes no difference, only I prefer not to have a lady of 
Irish birth. She must have at least $20,000.26

The catalog-marriage industry was a notable departure from third-
party oversight, but it operated within the prevailing racial system of late 
nineteenth-and early twentieth-century United States. While undesirable 
subcategories of Whiteness, such as Irishness, were actively spelled out in 
the ads, restrictions against cross-racial pairings went without saying. 
Postbellum antimiscegenation laws criminalized and mapped culturally 
taboo practices onto a color line, creating a folk wisdom that said racial 
separation was normal. Even in the West, where outmarriage was more 
common, people still self-regulated in their individual courtship choices. 
Race still continued to dictate norms around U.S. courtship.

courtship in the age of consumption

Industrialization sparked the twilight of arranged marriage and the slow 
but inexorable turn away from full-fledged parental involvement in U.S. 
courtship. The Industrial Revolution and the rise of capitalism led to 
growing demands for wage work. In turn, people were pulled away from 
rural farmland and into urban centers. As these economic changes arrived, 
they brought with them new gender and labor dynamics. For example, 
late nineteenth-century Victorian ideology promoted the idea that wage 
work was only for men, keeping many women out of the paid labor force 
for another century. This added new layers to women’s reproductive roles, 
alleging their natural instincts for caregiving and homemaking over paid 
work. Couples had once labored together to care for their children and 
produce goods in a family economy, but now the home was starting to be 



seen as a “haven in a heartless world,” in which men could seek refuge 
from a ruthless workplace.27 Put differently, gender roles were recon-
structed to cast women as unsuited for wage labor and men as unsuited 
for raising children and domestic work, though maternal and paternal 
roles had overlapped for centuries prior.

Meantime, many poor and minority women, whose husbands did not 
have access to a family wage, had no choice but to participate in wage labor, 
and they did so at considerably lower wages than men earned. Indeed, the 
lived reality of racialized minority communities in the United States chal-
lenges the emergent separate sphere ideology that emphasized women’s 
alleged appropriateness for caregiving and men’s appropriateness for 
breadwinning. During slavery African American men and women shared 
the status as enslaved laborers. During the postbellum period and into  
the twentieth century, African American women continued to work—
indeed, they were coerced into work through vagrancy laws—and were 
often relegated to the least desirable and lucrative occupations, including 
farm labor, jobs on the industrial fringe, and domestic work.28 Asian, 
Native American, and Mexican women in western and southwestern states 
were also restricted to poverty-level jobs for much of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. As Evelyn Nakano Glenn reminds us, in many 
instances a racialized division of reproductive labor meant that women of 
color were disproportionately represented in precarious, low-wage work. 
These homemakers, cooks, and caregivers often carried out the feminine 
responsibilities of class-privileged White women before returning home to 
carry them out in their own homes.29

The migration of wage workers from farms to cities and mill towns led 
to an increasing independence among young adults in their late teens and 
early twenties. Urbanized lifestyles made smaller families more economi-
cally advantageous, while ushering in a variety of other economic, legal, 
social, and ideological transformations. Greater life expectancy and sur-
vival rates during this time meant that married couples were spending 
longer periods of their lives as companions outside of parenting roles. 
Parenting practices thus gradually shifted from expectations of filial duty 
and obedience to a focus on their children’s happiness.30

As industry rose, more women were recruited to wage labor in the 
twentieth century. This trend further reduced family size and decreased 
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women’s economic dependence on husbands and fathers. Such changes 
shifted the norms and expectations associated with sex and marriage—
increasingly, as women and men became more autonomous and economi-
cally independent, they began to have sexual relations before marriage. 
Intimacy and pleasure became more central to their relationships as the 
first glimmerings of a general shift from male-headed households to dual-
headed households were felt.

The midtwentieth century was a transitional period in many ways. One 
marker was the invention of dating.31 Rather than supervised, formal call-
ing courtship, dating often involved unchaperoned excursions away from 
the home and into the world of parks and penny theaters. Poor urban 
youth, often living in cramped tenements, were central to this change. 
Calling courtship in the home was difficult for them, and new recreational 
activities and rising consumption marked urbanized cities.32 These young 
people worked in factories and were often expected to contribute to the 
family economy. But even a small amount of spending money introduced 
a degree of youthful independence that would have been impossible in an 
agrarian economy.

National advertising systems promoted leisure, and dating was one 
such lucrative activity. These campaigns found that products and con-
sumption behaviors sold best when gilded with the promise of romantic 
love. Thus, one 1907 article noted, “But here is what would happen if 
courting of the popular sort were to cease tomorrow: Theater, florists, 
confectioners, jewelers’ profits would decrease 33%. Restaurants, haber-
dashers, night cabs and a score of similar industries would suffer accord-
ingly.”33 Across broad swaths of the U.S. populace, decisions about 
intimate partners were being based on personal choice and preference 
rather than family and community choice.

One other implication urbanization had for love and lust in the United 
States was the emergence of gay life. Those forced to live on the margins 
of society, without social spaces in which they might form a firm identity 
based on sexuality, found in cities a sort of critical mass.34 LGBTQ court-
ship would remain largely hidden, constrained within small, discreet sub-
cultures until the gay liberation movements in the 1970s. Even then U.S. 
gays and lesbians would find safety in urban enclaves and specialized 
spaces, such as gay bars.35 There would be violent yet legal responses, but 



nevertheless the transition to an industrial economy was essential to a 
future proliferation of alternative households. By the end of the twentieth 
century, a newfound consciousness of sexual identity emerged such that 
gender preference had become an expected variable in any search for a 
mate. Earlier, though same-sex desire and practices occurred, it would 
have been almost unthinkable to wonder whether a young person pre-
ferred anything but a different-sex partner.

Dating, today, seems almost wholesome. But it was once scandalous. 
The term date originated in urban slang for scheduling a slot with a sex 
worker, and women who dated were sometimes scorned as “charity girls,” 
who exchanged in-kind gifts, such as meals and entertainment, for sexual 
favors.36 Date venues, from cafes to ice cream parlors and movie theaters, 
were seen as dangerous “vice resorts.”37 But in the 1930s prostitution, 
once used by many U.S. men of all social classes, receded as a common 
practice due to its increased criminalization and the institutionalization of 
dating as a courtship practice.38 Almost as soon as dating became 
accepted, mainstream societal concerns over its similarity to prostitution 
were soon forgotten.39

As Beth Bailey shows in From Front Porch to Back Seat, dating had 
become the normative form of courtship by World War II. Early dating 
often took place in nickelodeons, which began to populate cityscapes in 
1905, and in dance halls by the 1920s. Because people from different 
racial backgrounds all favored these places, early dating was a source of 
great anxiety for parents who feared cross-racial dalliances.40 A 1930 
article pointed to the diversity among people at one dance hall in New 
York: “A languorous and fragile blonde floating gracefully in the arms of a 
Filipino! A little black haired flapper in the close and questionable 
embrace of a Chinaman! A Negro orchestra blaring out jazz tunes. All 
around, Orientals—Filipinos, Chinamen, Japanese dancing with white 
girls.” 41 Alongside White families Black elites voiced reservations about 
the questionable influence of “lower anti-social cultural groups” mixing 
with their children. In his 1927 book William Henry Jones, a professor at 
Howard University, compared dance-hall behavior to “lascivious orgies”: 
“Many of the modern dances are sexual pantomimes. . . . A careful inves-
tigation disclosed the fact that the originators of these extreme forms of 
behavior have clearly in view a sexual end.” 42 The anxieties that both Black 
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and White parents felt about the potential for intergroup contact was tied 
to the possibility of sexual exploration and, indeed, violent retribution, in 
the absence of chaperoned courting.

Still, with the rise of dating, parental roles in mate selection receded 
dramatically. The oversight of intimate relations shifted from the woman’s 
family to, in theory, the couple. But, given new gendered economic norms, 
practice shifted such regulation to men and not women. As Bailey’s 
shrewd book title suggests, power transitioned from the paternalistic 
front porch to the backseat of the suitor’s automobile. Social acceptability 
norms quickly arose to reinforce this gender divide, dictating that only 
men could ask women on dates and that only men should pay for dates.43 
Under the calling model, it had been the opposite, with women or their 
families inviting men to call. Now, as social norms restricted even working 
women from spending their earnings in the new dating system, sexual 
favors, or the potential for sexual favors, became women’s currency of 
exchange. Dating flourished even during the Great Depression and 
became a mainstream activity for most U.S. youth across income levels.44

Likewise, the beauty and fashion industries found dating a profitable 
enterprise. They could sell more products when they played on women’s 
desire to attract men’s attention. Cosmetics sales exploded by 1910, in a 
way that would have been unthinkable when these were but the instru-
ments of stage actors and prostitution’s “painted ladies.” 45 Similarly, wom-
en’s fashions turned to the invitation of the male gaze. Clothes exposed 
more skin. Dancing during the Roaring Twenties revealed ankles and legs 
and arms, opening a new market for the depilation industry, which prof-
ited from portraying women’s body hair as shameful and disgusting to 
potential suitors—which is to say, the advent of dating marks the point 
when consumer femininity became especially associated with making 
oneself sexually alluring to men.46

Yet, while heteronormativity assumes that men and women are to be 
intimately involved in courtship and marriage, racial boundaries are 
anchored by the presumption of cross-gender desire. Early twentieth- 
century discourse of a hegemonic White femininity assigned greater femi-
nine value and beauty to Whiteness—or closer to Whiteness—and acted as 
a symbolic “yardstick” for all femininities.47 This was clearly represented 
in popular culture, which signaled White women’s gender subservience to 



men yet also emphasized women of color’s, particularly Black women’s, 
feminine inadequacies. Pervasive controlling images of the “mammy,” for 
example, constructed Black women as aggressive and hypermasculine and 
represented light skin, fine features, and wavy or straight hair as part and 
parcel of hegemonic ideals of feminine beauty.48 The growing twentieth-
century ethnic beauty industry around embodied beauty practices such as 
hair relaxers and skin lighteners also resulted, in part, from how women 
of color have had to spend more time, resources, and energy to, as Devon 
Carbado puts it, “make themselves up women.” 49 In this sense hegemonic 
femininities also create intrahierarchies of beauty among women.50

According to courtship researchers, dating itself evolved through two 
phases. In the 1930s and 1940s, a competitive form of “dating and rating” 
arose, which emphasized popularity and status as reflected in the number 
of first dates one could garner.51 Serial monogamy came to define the 
post–World War II form of dating, with dating transitioning quickly into 
the process of “going steady.” 52 The shift to universal attendance at high 
schools across the United States during this period institutionalized the 
practice with its elevation of peer-based socializing norms over family-
based social life. Thus, dating became the norm not just for college stu-
dents but also for high school students, and third-party mediators shifted 
from the church and family to peers. In the 1940s couples most frequently 
met through family connections; in subsequent decades they most fre-
quently met through friends.53

Yet the autonomy linked to the rise of dating didn’t bridge racial divides 
or transform the long-standing racial hierarchies in U.S. life. Indeed, dat-
ing exploded onto the scene just as antimiscegenation laws and racial seg-
regation took hold. Groups on the cusp of “becoming White,” such as 
Italians and Irish in the early twentieth century, often pressured members 
against fraternizing with African Americans and other non-White stigma-
tized groups. Such social control operated through the institution of the 
family, through socialization and ostracism.54 Among African Americans 
the pressure had a different source. The history and ongoing reality of sex-
ual assault against Black women and violence against Black men who con-
sorted with White women led to community scrutiny and ostracism of 
White-Black pairings. As a result, even as greater interracial fraternization 
and dating arose, interracial dating and marriage remained stigmatized. 
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Into the twenty-first century, social pressures conflicted with the rise of 
personal preference in intimate partner choices. Even as the latter rose, the 
former remained in force.

The trend toward dating over courtship in the twentieth century reflected 
other forces chipping away at the homemaker/breadwinner Victorian ideal. 
The development of personal preference in dating is also tied to increased 
economic and social opportunities. In the 1950s we saw earlier marriage 
and high birth rates, but by the 1960s the nuclear family ideal (which, as 
Stephanie Coontz reminds us, is an untraditional family form) was begin-
ning to show wider cracks.55 More women entered the labor market, and 
birth control helped prevent unwanted pregnancy. Economic independence 
combined with reproductive freedom meant that dating and marriage 
declined as means of survival—they become ever more optional. Gender 
roles were in high flux, with women demanding more social, sexual, and 
economic power both inside and outside of marriage. Two books, Sex and the 
Single Girl and The Feminine Mystique, heralded second-wave feminism.56

The narrative of a gender revolution most resonated with middle-class 
White women, who were the ones to primarily benefit from increased oppor-
tunities for self-development. Still, women’s increased power over economic 
and sexual lives led to changes in marriage patterns and relationship models 
too. With most women entering the labor market full-time by the 1970s and 
1980s, the age at first marriage rose, as did the prevalence of nonmarital 
monogamous relationships. By the end of the twentieth century, the couple 
relationship had become increasingly untethered from the economic exigen-
cies of marriage. Women were theoretically now more able to make autono-
mous partner choices based on compatibility and personal preferences, just 
as men (albeit, White men) had been freed to do so a century earlier.

In these advanced stages of capitalism, the monogamous relationship is 
much more than a context in which to raise and socialize children—first 
and foremost, it is now a cultural symbol of romance and individual self-
fulfillment.57 Accordingly, the state’s oversight of the family receded, as 
exemplified by the rollback of antimiscegenation laws in 1967, the passage 
of no-fault divorce laws, and the legalization of contraception and abortion 
in 1965 and 1973, respectively. This series of changes would also usher in 
the legalization of gay marriage. All would remain socially contentious and 
variably legislated. And amid seemingly monumental changes, discrimina-



tory practices would remain largely intact. They were simply repackaged, 
with racialized preferences for intimate relations now rhetorically ren-
dered private and personal choices rather than social impositions.

Widespread access to high-quality contraception starting in the 1970s, 
in tandem with women’s lessening economic reliance on marriage, made 
it more socially acceptable to seek sexual and emotional fulfillment out-
side of marriage. In this sense, women became culturally conceived as 
“free” subjects. Yet, like the notion of colorblindness in intimate relations, 
this appearance of agency was complicated by continued power inequities. 
Despite social recognition of women’s autonomy in their dating and sexual 
lives, gendered expectations around men’s control of the initiation and 
course of courtship remained firm.58

During the 1960s and 1970s, most universities coeducated and disman-
tled strict single-sex dormitory policies, which relaxed institutional respon-
sibility for the management of students’ sex lives. Attending parties and 
bars became increasingly common alongside dating culture as an alterna-
tive means to meet other singles. These developments laid the groundwork 
for what became a new phase of U.S. courtship beginning in the 1990s: 
“hookup” culture. Journalists and scholars began to observe and debate the 
“hookup” as the dominant pattern of sexual and romantic socialization. 
While dating often relied on friends and family to introduce potential part-
ners to each other, hookups introduced a degree of randomness to the 
encounter, with initial meetings often occurring at a party or bar, initiated 
by the individuals and facilitated by alcohol. In this way hookup courtship 
further centralized the role of the individual in determining mate choice.59

And, of course, just as new dating behavior had scandalized onlookers 
in the early twentieth century, the hookup became the subject of much 
pearl clutching. Articles and books whose titles gasped in horror at the 
death of the date abounded: “Campus Romance, Unrequited: Dating 
Scene Fails Women, Study Says”; “Love on Vacation? Romance Displaced 
by Flings on Modern College Campus”; “Romance Went the Way of the 
Dodo”; “Hookups and Sexual Regret among College Women”; and 
Unhooked: How Young Women Pursue Sex, Delay Love and Lose at Both.60 
Hookup culture and its celebration of individual choice are likely to have 
consequences with respect to race. For instance, studies of predominantly 
White colleges indicate that minority women and Asian men have fewer 
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hookup opportunities than White peers.61 This will have important impli-
cations for how these groups experience online-dating culture, which, we 
argue, has truly reified the role of individual choice in the racialized sexual 
marketplace.

the long arc from courtship calling  
to online dating

The transition from calling to dating in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries both reflected and further spurred on changing famil-
ial and gender roles in U.S. life. Calling culture didn’t disappear, but it 
receded as dating and hookup behaviors became more prevalent—new 
courtship practices haven’t displaced but reordered their preceding prac-
tices. Thus, dating changed the order in which calling took place, with 
only serious dating relationships eventually leading to parental exposure 
and vetting. Similarly, hooking up hasn’t displaced dating but altered the 
order in which dates occur, with only some hookup partners pursuing a 
possible dating relationship.

The ongoing trajectory of courtship across these three stages reflects 
one singular thematic arc—the deconstruction and casualization of how 
U.S. relationships begin. Each shift underscores the rising centrality of 
individual autonomy and the incremental recession of third-party inter-
vention such that casual sexual relations are normalized and marriage is a 
possibility with, rather than a necessity to, socially acceptable sex. Yet all 
these changes are still framed by ongoing racialization. Although the state’s 
oversight receded with the rollback of laws about marriage and reproduc-
tive matters in this period, our innermost preferences were imprinted with 
the sexual-racial hierarchy, and racial segregation in public and private life 
continues to reproduce racialized patterns of interpersonal relations. The 
media continues to propagate harmful images and stereotypes of people of 
color. Rules once codified by the state are now enforced through the per-
sonal preferences explicitly leveraged in online dating.

In some ways online dating is twenty-first-century catalog marriage. 
Catalog romance emerged in response to structural changes wrought  
by eighteenth-century colonial and frontier migration, which disrupted 



traditional ways to meet. Similarly, online dating reflects efforts to expand 
the pool of potential partners—and, in some circles, resistance to hookup 
courtship.62 High school and college are no longer prime venues for meet-
ing marital partners now that individuals delay—or opt out of—marriage. 
U.S. Americans also began to work longer hours, further reducing their 
exposure to the dating market.63 Bars and clubs arose to take the place of 
educational settings as meeting places. To some extent people also turned 
to singles ads placed in papers, but “lonely hearts” pages were stigmatized 
and lacked wide appeal because of the per-word cost and, perhaps most 
important, their lack of photos. Other kinds of dating services, such as 
matchmaking agencies and phone and video dating were even more 
costly.64 Miss Manners weighed in on the matter in 1998, lamenting the 
fact that friends and family had become too busy to set up their single 
friends. She saw dating services as the “embarrassing and unattractive” 
outsourcing of blind dating.65

The internet changed everything.
Online dating, at first reverently referred to as technodating or cyber-

dating, evolved informally vis-à-vis email communications and chat 
rooms. It was free and it was private. Unless we count the platforms on 
which people were communicating, there was no third-party involvement. 
The now-iconic romantic comedy You’ve Got Mail, in which the protago-
nists meet in an AOL chat room for people over thirty, hinged on the nov-
elty of such a romance, and a 1994 article about chat-room dating quoted 
a frequent user—“it’s safe, it’s cheap, and you don’t have to sit in a smoky 
bar and drink”—before cautioning against “cyber-cads.” 66

In the mid- to late-1990s, internet dating became an explicitly con-
sumer space. In 1995 Match arrived on the scene, followed shortly by one 
of the first niche dating sites, the aforementioned JDate (specializing in 
matching Jewish singles). Chat rooms would be remembered as emblem-
atic of 1990s-era innocence almost before the 1990s were out. 
Unsurprisingly, many online-dating programs began on college campuses, 
ground zero for the paradigmatic hookup scene. Between 1996 and 2002 
college-specific dating programs such as Harvard’s Datesite.com, Brown 
University’s HUGS (Helping Undergraduates Socialize), Yale’s Yalestation.
com, and Wesleyan’s WesMatch.com debuted, operating alongside the 
hookup culture that was settling in as a normalized social activity. 

 f r o m  t h e  b a c k  p o r c h  t o  t h e  c o m p u t e r  s c r e e n  61

http://www.Yalestation.com
http://www.WesMatch.com
http://www.Yalestation.com
http://www.Brown.com
http://www.Datesite.com


62 f r o m  t h e  b a c k  p o r c h  t o  t h e  c o m p u t e r  s c r e e n

Interviews in college newspapers suggested that these early ventures were, 
in fact, a response or example of resistance to hookup culture. When asked 
why he developed HUGS in 1997, Brown undergraduate Rajib Chanda 
said he saw it as an antidote to the typical practice at Brown in which “you 
meet, get drunk, hookup and then either avoid eye contact the next day or 
find yourself in a relationship.” 67 Of WesMatch.com, its student founder 
said in 2004, “We’re not just in it for hookups, we’re trying to foster real 
relationships, real compatibility.” 68

Key to the present study, interviews also reveal how such efforts sig-
naled a hope that, in the future, young people might transcend same-race 
pairings. Chanda, for instance, spoke of how his dating program would 
allow students to bypass traditional social barriers: “We’re very segregated 
in different groups—by ethnicity, sexual orientation, fraternity, race. You 
don’t meet new people. I always thought that was the biggest problem we 
have as students.” Just a decade and thousands of newly spawned sites 
later, online dating was the second-highest–grossing paid content in the 
internet industry.69

Online dating further evolved with the advent of apps. Arriving in 
1998, Lovegety, a Japanese mechanical device, can be seen as the earliest 
harbinger of location-based dating applications, but the arrival of the 
smartphone would see a near-instant flourishing.70 Grindr debuted in 
2009, billed as a hookup app, expanding the pool of potential partners for 
gay men, and Tinder, catering to straight people, followed in 2012. From 
there we have seen a profusion: apps for farmers or famous daters, apps 
geared toward religious or racial and ethnic communities, apps that match 
users with people they’ve passed on the street during the course of their 
days, and apps for specific subgroups among population segments. To 
heighten the likelihood of good matches, online companies have devel-
oped a number of innovations, including personality questionnaires that 
build on (and iteratively inform) algorithms and cross-platform connec-
tivity with social media accounts (both for identity verification and for 
further refining the pool of eligible daters).71

Some measures suggest that nearly 40 percent of the single U.S. 
American population has used online dating—which, again, is barely 
twenty years old.72 Its growing acceptance is indicated by large numbers 
of U.S. Americans who see it as normal, especially college graduates, who 
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no longer distinguish between the terms dating and online dating. A full 
58 percent of college graduates have friends who date online, and 46 per-
cent have friends who met their partner or spouse through web services 
and apps.73 A majority of Americans (60 percent) believe online dating is 
a good way to meet people, and 80 percent of online daters think so. In 
2001 Ilana Bagell could barely contain her disdain for such practices, 
asserting in an interview in her college newspaper:

I think it’s totally pathetic that people in college would resort to online dat-
ing services. Every day you are surrounded by thousands of students in your 
age group. If you’ve reached the point of online dating, not only have you 
reached a new level of desperation, but you might want to consider develop-
ing some social skills.74

A decade and a half later, a large survey found that 70 percent of college 
students—the last group most companies assumed would be interested in 
online dating—are, in fact, seeking out partners online.75

The internet is now a central way that heterosexual and same-sex cou-
ples enter committed relationships.76 One-third of current marriages 
begin online, according to one study, while an industry survey of engaged 
couples and newlyweds reports that meeting online is now among the 
most common ways to meet.77 As an example of how online dating has led 
to a shift away from third-party intermediaries, the number of couples 
meeting through friends, family, school, neighborhood, church, and work 
has taken a major downturn in the twenty-first century.78 Since 2013 
meeting online had surpassed meeting through friends, becoming the 
number one most common way couples met.79 Even though hookup 
courtship often involves strangers and acquaintances, friends are still 
involved to the extent that they go together to the parties and bars where 
they find hookup partners. But the turn toward online dating almost 
entirely removes friends and community ties from the courtship process.

McDating, the Mass Marketization of Love

Detractors argue that online dating commodifies and cheapens love. We 
argue that it represents one end of a long trajectory of courtship under 
capitalism, where the individual increasingly operates as an agent of  
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consumption. We established earlier that marriage has always been as 
much an economic institution as a social one. And, in fact, the emergence 
of dating culture in the 1900s, which is often looked on by today’s stand-
ards as wholesome and old-fashioned, was the bellwether of conspicuous 
consumption.

Today there is ever more slippage between the market and our personal 
lives. In her book Cold Intimacies, Eva Illouz calls this emotional capital-
ism. She posits that the emotional and economic spheres have converged, 
with market-like transactions defining our emotional relationships, and 
interpersonal relationships becoming the “epicenter” of economic rela-
tionships.80 Some of the people we interviewed for this book used trans-
actional and objectifying language to describe online dating. One com-
pared it to looking through a shoe catalog. Another asked, “Are you really 
just out shopping for your next dog, your next husband, your next life? Is 
that the kind of transactional interaction you want to have with your soul-
mate?” This criticism is actually quite similar to early concerns about dat-
ing raised by the sociologist Willard Waller, who lamented dating culture’s 
exploitative emphasis on the quantity of first dates and the competitive 
rating system to which individuals were objectified.81 New forms of court-
ship are consistently met with both suspicion and the romanticization of 
past practices.

The ideology of love easily conceals the transactional underpinnings of 
courtship and marriage, but these are more clearly revealed by the process 
of online dating. Metaphors of market transactions like “shopping” for a 
sexual partner through online dating are widespread. Yet these metaphors 
have already been in use to describe dating for more than a century: “play-
ing the field,” “shopping around,” singles “advertisements,” and “why buy 
the cow when you can get the milk for free?” spring to mind. What online 
dating introduces is a revolutionary transition from scarcity to abundance 
in the romantic match market.

The investment of time and anxiety people have historically made from 
seeking mates has been greatly reduced by the arrival of real-time data-
bases. These can keep track, for instance, of people within a designated 
geographic radius who have declared themselves single and interested in, 
well, mingling. Individual networks are dwarfed by the pool of possible 



mates represented by online-dating platforms. For most daters this is a 
major and obvious improvement, yet there is an understandable sense of 
loss. One of our interviewees lamented that the fatigue associated with 
online dating has replaced the “old-fashioned” and presumably wonderful 
feeling of being swept off his feet—in part, because having learned (or 
selected) so many of their qualities in advance, he no longer feels the but-
terflies of nervousness when first meeting someone. Another person 
described online dating as so “direct and intentional” that it seems dis-
cordant with the “romantic notion that we will somehow find true love 
landing in our lap without effort.” It is indeed difficult to maintain an it-
was-meant-to-be frame when there are clearly so many suitable candi-
dates waiting to be winnowed down in the spreadsheet.

Because humans have spent so long courting and pairing off under con-
ditions of scarcity, it can be difficult to adapt to the sense that abundance 
is impersonal. Jordan, a Black twenty-seven-year-old business owner, 
compared the efficiency to fast food, telling us, “It’s like going to 
McDonald’s or going to Wendy’s or going to a place where you’re trying to 
get something real quick.” Another felt overwhelmed by the choice, warn-
ing, “You can’t be on it for too long because the facial recognition stops 
working as well until they start, like, blending together.” Many of our 
interviewees described the process as comparison shopping; a notable 
simile compared choosing among dating profiles to selecting from the 
massive menu at the Cheesecake Factory.

What was once a personal, limited market is now a public, commercial 
market. To manage the volume daters are forced to make calculated 
choices—a process for which a cottage industry of data analytics and app 
hacks has sprung up, promising to game the system of love in their custom-
ers’ favor.82 It makes sense that individuals feel like the spontaneity and 
serendipity of dating has been routinized and rationalized along the way. 
As we talked to more and more daters, we noted that every interviewee 
referenced their preoccupation with crafting profiles designed to set them-
selves apart from the masses then with searching for strategies to sift 
through so many choices. These strategies are frequently described as ways 
to follow personal preferences. However, our data suggests that at least 
some of these preferences map onto the history of racialized social order.
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Is the Expanded Online-Dating Market Increasing  
or Decreasing Homophily?

Research on assortative mating consistently shows that individuals tend 
to pair with others of the same race, education, and religion. In this chap-
ter we have traced how the role of third-party matchmaking has gone 
from prominence to recession, as mate finding moved from the domain of 
the state and the family to the domain of friends and peer networks to the 
self (and the platform). Online dating may expand the landscape of choice, 
yet the question remains: Will people begin to look outward, searching 
among all the possibilities now available, or will they become more con-
servative by winnowing an enormous potential pool of partners down 
using blunt instruments like race?

The reason behind assortative mating remains unclear. Did a selection 
of “like” mates result simply because predigital daters had fewer opportu-
nities to meet people outside their social groups? Or are people inherently 
more interested in coupling up with people who share characteristics like 
race, neighborhood, socioeconomic status, and education? The mass 
online-dating market provides a litmus test for these questions. Who we 
know in real life no longer limits who we want to know. Beth, a White 
dater we interviewed, described how, with online dating, “there isn’t a bar-
rier of entry to it, so you can just join and make a profile and you could in 
theory talk to anyone on there.” In this regard, online dating allows people 
to bypass traditional group boundaries and instead seek out partners 
based on attributes that may better predict compatibility, such as shared 
interests and worldviews. And, indeed, early evidence is already suggest-
ing that online dating leads to greater exogamy.

This may come as a surprise to online daters, who turn out to be poor 
predictors of their own mate preferences. One experiment showed that 
daters’ stated ideal partner preferences, including physical characteristics, 
did not ultimately correlate to those with whom they most connected in a 
speed-dating event. In his research, which highlights daters’ unexpected 
outcomes (and outmarriages), Dan Slater quoted a dater named Kelly at 
length. She appreciated how dating online enabled her to meet people 
apart from “the mold of who everyone expected her to be with.” Similarly, 
one of our interviewees for this book project, Helena, a Brazilian Jewish 



American woman, told us about her Italian American boyfriend, whom 
she met on a dating app:

He’s from an upper-class suburb. I’m from inside the city. He’s really into 
brand name clothing, and I love thrift stores. I like to read a lot and I try 
really hard in school, and he doesn’t love to read as much and wants to go 
into his family’s restaurant business.

Helena mused that

it’s funny that I ended up with him sort of, because he is not exactly—I 
always thought I would end up with a nerdy guy who wore glasses and lis-
tened to NPR. . . . And he said, “I never thought I’d be dating a Jewish girl. I 
never thought I would be with someone who is so artsy and weird and proud 
of it.” But he said, “Now that I’m with you, I couldn’t imagine anything else.”

Despite social class, religious, and ethnicity differences, Helena and her 
partner came across each other in the boundless space of the internet. 
They had, by the time we spoke, been together for over two years.

To what extent does online dating enable people to find partners across 
racial boundaries? Historically, this is one of the most stigmatized forms 
of exogamy. Christian Rudder, for instance, points out that personalities 
differ little over racial groups—factors such as religion and political stance 
matter much more than race for ultimate compatibility. Yet race still dom-
inates among OkCupid dater preferences, suggesting these daters believe 
they will find better matches in their own racial or ethnic group.83

Many dating websites specifically tout their algorithms’ ability to per-
fect matchmaking. For example, eHarmony’s dating website describes its 
“compatibility matching system” and trumpets how it goes deeper than 
photographs to help users find a quality relationship. OkCupid touts its 
use of mathematics to match people based on personality traits, and 
Match sells its unique insight into couple chemistry and shared interests. 
If these claims are true, users should be shown compatible matches 
regardless of racial background.84

Indeed, based on our interviews, people with specific racial preferences 
were still exposed to daters of other racial backgrounds. This includes 
White daters, but also minority daters searching for similar others, espe-
cially when they are living in primarily White spaces. In one study of 
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White daters that allowed users to specify their racial preference, only 41 
percent of White men and 27 percent of White women indicated that they 
were open to dating someone of “any race.” 85 The rejection of non-White 
daters is sobering, to be sure. But the result also indicates that about one-
third of Whites now have the opportunity to meet people of other races 
through online dating, even though they remain quite segregated in their 
offline lives. The twenty-first century marks a new world, where daters of 
various racial and ethnic backgrounds—particularly Whites who have 
long been self-segregating—have the opportunity to opt into interracial 
interactions in an era where internet dating is the norm. Indeed, from the 
perspective of racial and ethnic minorities, this also means that they too 
will confront Whites in cyberspace, for better or for worse.

In the recent history of courtship, we have seen how first parental over-
sight and then peer oversight receded. Similarly, the state’s paternalistic 
oversight of the family and interracial marriage has also diminished. Thus, 
the freedom and autonomy of the individual in online dating has, in theory, 
the potential to increase interracial contact.86 But this optimism is plausi-
ble only if we forget that the idea of individual choice was born in an era of 
racialized regulation. Even today we find that individuals employ online 
dating to self-regulate and self-discipline as they are looking for a date, 
ejecting particular suitors out of the running for fear of parental or social 
retaliation and taking for granted that certain groups just should not mix. 
This Foucauldian argument is especially relevant in the absence of coercive, 
state-led measures.87 Antimiscegenation laws no longer act as a formal 
mechanism of social control, yet the power of racial hierarchies operates in 
our bodies and minds. With the help of the new digital technologies of the 
twenty-first century, individuals voluntarily monitor themselves to ensure 
conformity with cultural norms. Through a process of digital-sexual racism, 
socially constructed racial “folklore” simply allows racial preference to look 
as though it is solely a matter of personal preference.88

As we have seen in this chapter, the history of courtship has also been a 
history of individuals learning to leverage their own attributes and actively 
define those they seek in a partner. Given the legacy of the state’s interven-
tion in racial matters, it is inevitable that race would become a central 
attribute of individual identity in the romantic dating marketplace.
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Antimiscegenation law was, at its heart, a gendered racial project that 
sought to keep men of color from marrying and from having sexual rela-
tions with White women. It established and enforced strict rules of behav-
ior across racial groups. The history of courtship in the United States—
from the colonial times to online dating in the twenty-first century—has 
evolved directly out of that legacy.

Gender, including the social-cultural meanings and ideologies associ-
ated with gendered differences, is central to how people engage in inti-
mate relationships, including courtship, marriage, and dating.1 Although 
gender is always present, how gender operates varies across racial status. 
As a result, any discussion of race must also include a careful considera-
tion of gender construction.

Social norms have changed over time, such that distinct gender norms 
and roles are less salient but still important in heterosexual courtship.2 With 
few exceptions studies show that the gender asymmetries in online dating 
carry over historical assumptions attached to gender binaries.3 For example, 
women daters prefer partners with higher or equal educational attainment, 
whereas men prefer equally or less educated partners; men prefer partners 
younger than themselves, whereas women prefer similarly aged or older 

 3 New Rules?
gendered online engagement

I found that fascinating too, just thinking of it in terms of 
David Attenborough narrating all this stuff, these mating 
rituals; it just seemed very like . . . it was like a digital ver-
sion of the male bird of paradise with the feathers who’s 
doing the dance trying to get a woman’s attention.

Andrew, 2019
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men; men are more body- and appearance-oriented in their stated prefer-
ences than women are, with the notable exception of height—women 
strongly prefer men taller than themselves and men prefer women shorter 
than themselves; and women prefer partners who make a higher income, 
while men at least profess that they do not feel strongly about their prospec-
tive partner’s income.4 These trends, present in dating both on and offline, 
point to specific gendered ways that people approach their dating and sexual 
lives.

Commonly, U.S. Americans believe that sex ratios on dating websites 
and apps grossly advantage women. For example, one Reddit subthread 
asks plaintively, “Why Does It Seem Like Every Dating Site Is a Sausage 
Fest?” 5 Dating companies that cater to clients looking for sex over relation-
ships do tend to be dominated by men, but the average dating website is not 
so lopsided. In fact, many niche websites, such as one marketed to bookish 
intellectuals and another marketed at singles who prefer country living, as 
well as marriage-oriented eHarmony, all report memberships more heavily 
weighted toward women. Match and OkCupid, along with other main-
stream dating companies, report a more equitable fifty-fifty gender split 
(again, gender binaries, in which cisgender womanhood and manhood are 
the norm, are persistent, with mainstream acceptance for gender fluidity, 
nonbinary gender, and transgender identities remaining out of reach), 
while Tinder reports a 45 percent women user base. These numbers can be 
taken with a grain of salt: such statistics usually count all profiles, both 
active and inactive, real and spam, and they do not tell us anything about 
how sex ratios vary by race, age, and location. There may, say, be many 
young men on a given site, but very few middle-aged or senior men.

Online-dating companies hold this kind of information close to their 
chest since it could have serious implications for business. Since we are 
not a business, we can reveal real numbers from the site whose data we 
use throughout this book.6 This site’s membership was 43 percent women 
and 57 percent men (with the dataset limited to only members who are 
active users, unlikely to spam accounts).7 This gender divide varies only 
minorly by ethnicity (see figure 3.1): the ratio of men to women is highest 
among Latino/a daters, at 58 percent men and 42 percent women, and 
lowest among Asian and Black daters, at about 53 percent men to 46 per-
cent women. White dater sex ratios fall in between, at 56 percent men to 
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44 percent women. These numbers suggest that the gender imbalance on 
some dating websites could be greater than the imbalance in famously 
“lopsided” populations such as China and India.

Besides sex ratio there are several other significant gender differences, 
all of which relate to the broader empirical analysis that unfolds in the rest 
of this book. Our emphasis on gender in this chapter is not to say that 
gender is more important than other social statuses, such as race, in online 
dating. Rather, to understand how racialized hierarchies are continuing to 
operate in online dating, we need to first outline some of the key ways that 
intersecting gendered differences are operating there as well.

the occasional importance of physical and 
socioeconomic factors in partner selection

One key difference we see in women’s and men’s approaches to online  
dating is the importance of physical attraction. When we asked our  

Figure 3.1. Gender Composition by Race of Users on Online-Dating Platform. Sourced 
directly from our data.
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interviewees what they searched for as they sifted through the profiles of 
other site users, men and women agreed that they looked for someone with 
a sense of humor, who they found attractive, and with whom they shared 
common interests. When we drilled down, however, we saw that hetero-
sexual daters found different things “attractive”: men who cited attractive-
ness meant, primarily, physical attributes, while women specified that they 
measured men’s attractiveness physically but also in terms of personality 
and economic standing. These breakdowns were reflected in the daters’ 
own profiles: more men than women filled out the income field, support-
ing the gendered perception that men’s economic status is more important 
for attracting women than women’s would be for attracting men.

During interviews heterosexual women of all educational backgrounds 
explained that education (which they treated as a proxy for socioeconomic 
status) was especially important. Janice, a thirty-one-year-old Black law-
yer, noted, “My type is educated; preferably an advanced degree. That’s 
always the first thing I look at, literally.” Meanwhile, men asked about 
what they found attractive focused on the physical. Sam, a twenty-one-
year-old White undergraduate student, was more general, saying, “I like 
them not to be fat and just pretty. I’m not really sure how to explain that,” 
while Raymond, a thirty-one-year-old White professor, confessed, “I’m 
drawn, usually, to thinner women who have longer hair, and usually a 
pretty light complexion.” Both men later indicated that they also value 
personality, yet, like most of the straight men we interviewed, women’s 
physical attributes got first billing.

Even in the abstract, these gendered differences are not merely benign 
preferences (as you may have guessed in our discussions of racialized pref-
erence in earlier chapters). Instead, they show us how long-standing  
heteronormative scripts about men’s and women’s “normative” roles in 
courtship remain in force, even—or perhaps more so—in the digital age.

Indeed, as we argued in chapter 2, the explosion of dating in the twen-
tieth century elevated the concept of embodied femininity—how to look, 
what to wear—to the degree that women internalized and reenacted 
scripts related to making themselves sexually alluring to men. A century 
later such gender norms have changed little. Many women now achieve 
higher education and greater economic independence, yet, in online dat-
ing, their looks remain a high priority among their possible suitors. Taking 
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this a step further, we suggest that appearance, in itself—usually an indi-
cator only of proximity to or distance from hegemonic norms of White 
femininity—is not, and never has been, an objective criterion.

Heterosexual women value appearance, but in a different way. To put  
it simply, they measure attractiveness with a ruler. It’s all about height. 
Women had no qualms telling us that they wanted to date only men taller 
than themselves, preferably much taller. The only other preference women 
so consistently cited was a universal distaste for men’s shirtless profile 
photos. Bianca, who is five foot two, told us, “I typically don’t go for any-
body that is below five seven.” I might be moving that up a little bit because 
my babies can’t be short. That’s just not good. It might still happen, but  
I want probability to be on my side.” Women who used dating plat-
forms that did not include height as an option talked about examining 
pictures closely so they could estimate a man’s height: “I tend to look for 
good pictures to tell for height, because I tend, even though I am five one 
and a half on a good day, I tend to go for guys who are much taller. So 
group pictures really help me for picking that out.” Statistically, taller 
women have more difficulty finding matches that fit this standard, given 
that the average U.S. man is five feet nine. One woman had lowered her 
height requirement: “I was like, ‘Gotta be at least six feet in order for me 
to, like, be interested in you.’ Then I moved it down to like five nine.” 
Similar to men’s preferences for particular body types, women’s desire for 
taller men fits with common ideas about the ways “desirable” others 
should look. Gender norms have been internalized, repackaged instead as 
personal preferences.

There are prevailing gender differences that are common across racial 
groups, though we also see substantial variation of the kind that was 
clearer in the past. While Whites were able to establish families and 
extend kinships with marriage, African Americans, and at times Asian 
immigrants, were once forbidden by slavery and immigration restrictions. 
Upper-class women were able to rely on their partner’s income, while 
other women (especially immigrant and native-born women of color) 
have always been compelled or coerced to labor for wages alongside men. 
Some men, particularly racial and ethnic minorities, have historically not 
been able to live out the “breadwinning” ideal. These differences suggest 
that gender preferences are likely to intersect with racial backgrounds and 
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socioeconomic status. This gap is even more serious for college-educated 
Black women, who outnumber Black men with a college degree.

Further, throughout U.S. history the media has propagated stereotypes 
and images that tie beauty to White European—or closer to White—
features, hair textures, and body types. Whereas White femininity has been 
represented in popular culture as beautiful and good, women of color,  
especially Black women with dark complexions, have been historically  
represented as less attractive.8 Hegemonic images have framed White, 
middle-class masculinity as normative, while subordinating minority men’s 
masculinity as either excessive or insufficient (often in ways that tie Black 
men to the former and Asian men to the latter).9 Patricia Hill Collins 
argues that these images have found particular purchase in the mass 
media.10 One major question, then, is whether body type or socioeconomic 
status—concerns that many of our interview respondents insist are simply 
matters of “personal preference”—can ever be racially neutral. We already 
know daters’ evaluation of appearance hews to widely held gender norms, 
but in the next chapter we illustrate that, among White daters, racial pref-
erence often trumps these norms. This suggests that embodied attractive-
ness itself is not an objective sorting mechanism but rather a product of 
both gender and racial hierarchies.

she responds,  she responds not

Dating, as we discussed in chapter 2, took courtship out of the home, 
shifting advantage from the woman’s family to the individual suitor. 
Courtship had always been shaped by economic interests—inheritance 
and a concern for within-class matches key among them—but the date 
made the economics more explicit. Society was at first uneasy with the in-
kind transactional expectations between men and women. With barely 
disguised distaste, the 1930s sociologist Willard Waller wrote about the 
lack of commitment and meaning he saw in the new morality of the “pecu-
liar relationship known as ‘dating.’ ” Waller observed that the transactional 
nature of dating had introduced antagonism and suspicion between 
women and men, with women exploiting men for “presents and expensive 
amusements” and men seeking “thrills from the body of the woman.” 
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Almost a century and a number of courting technologies later, a similar 
dynamic has persisted.11

One sort of currency in dating apps is messaging, and we see notable 
gendered differences in message patterns. On most dating websites there is 
no restriction on who can message first, but in practice straight men are 
more likely to initiate interactions than women. Counting all the initial mes-
sages between heterosexual daters in our dataset, we found that only about 
28 percent were sent by women. In the descriptive data (table A1) in this 
book’s appendix, we see that men send more than twice as many messages 
as women, and the gap is similar across the various ethnic and racial groups 
presented (see online tables O12A–B at www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458). 
This suggests that the historical pattern of men pursuing and women wait-
ing to be pursued persists through the performative nature of messaging.

Gendered norms are also made plain when we consider who accrues 
the most messages: across straight and gay daters, heterosexual women 
receive the most messages by far. While theoretically, there is no reason 
women cannot make the first move, the conformity of women to passive 
dating behavior is surprising in the absence of third-party pressure. Yet 
the “rules” are entrenched. As Natalie, a White undergraduate student, 
put it, reflecting a fairly universal sentiment, “Guys message me. I don’t 
message them first. I’m not that interested or eager or thirsty”; that is, 
Natalie doesn’t want to appear too eager to gain a man’s attention—a neg-
ative connotation that evokes social distaste for the “boy-crazy” and even 
hints at slut shaming. So she waits for men to approach her. It’s part of the 
gender performance she enacts online.

Recently, a few dating apps have intentionally designed their platforms 
to disrupt gender norms and require that women message first. Yet, even 
in this scenario, traditional gender scripts often win out. As one man told 
us, “What I came to find out was that even on apps that make the woman 
go first, there’s still this broad expectation that the man, in a hetero type 
arrangement, that the guy is supposed to initiate, just carry the conversa-
tion, and propel it forward.”

Online dating has all sorts of potential to remake courtship, but we find 
it rarely disrupts gendered and raced power relations. In fact, many of 
these imbalances have taken on a new form. Many of our interviewee men 
insisted that this means that they are competing with a formidable deluge 

http://www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458


76 n e w  r u l e s ?

of eager men, while women expressed anxiety about whether they were 
receiving the “right” number of messages.

Besides, online daters are hyperaware of the other’s gaze when they 
have laid out their stats—notes about their physical appearance and career 
achievement, for example. The depersonalized mass dating market exerts 
outsized pressure to perform gendered ideals. Straight men certainly 
noted that they needed to showcase their occupation in their profiles to 
compete with other men for women’s attention, while the importance of 
physical beauty weighed more heavily on women who more passively wait 
for men’s inquiries.

When these performative acts of gender are carried out, it appears that 
heterosexual women and men each interpret the same dynamic in opposite 
ways. For example, Andrew, a forty-five-year-old White-Latino dater, told 
us that he was struck by the scripted nature of interactions. He had recently 
entered the online-dating scene after going through a divorce and often 
compared what he called the “old way of dating” to the new “dating game”:

It seemed to me like the gender expectations were more reinforced than 
almost any context I had ever seen outside the online-dating situation. It 
was scripted. It was almost inflexible, the way that things were supposed to 
go down. If I didn’t initiate the conversation, or if I didn’t pivot to asking the 
woman out, nine times out of ten it would never happen. Even in situations 
where we stopped chatting for a while, then I came back, and I was like, 
“How have you been?” or whatever. When the topic came up about asking 
them out, they’d be like, “Oh, I didn’t think you were interested, because you 
never asked me out.” Well, you could’ve done that too, but it’s just not even 
seen as a possibility for a lot of people.

Interestingly, while Andrew read this dynamic as evidence of women’s 
passivity, many women described how letting the man do the messaging 
gave them more agency in the interaction. One woman we interviewed 
said, “I think that makes me feel like, I don’t know, I don’t want to say 
more powerful, but more in control, I guess.” Still, men like Jordan 
reported, “98 percent of the time, I’m the one that’s controlling the con-
versation. Girls say it on their profiles, ‘Message me first. I’m shy.’ ” Jason 
also made it clear that he did not like it when women violated this norm: 
“I know a lot of men are like, ‘Oh, well, all the responsibility is always on 
me to approach,’ and it’s like, if a girl seriously approached you, you 
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wouldn’t know what to do about it. It just feels unnatural and wrong, like 
she’s trying to kill you or something.” Elaborating, he explained that such 
behavior made him nervous that he might wake up after such a date in a 
“bathtub missing a kidney.” Jason may have been joking, but the relatively 
prosaic behavior of women’s initiation, a mere click in the case of online 
dating, is clearly subject to strong social sanction.

Frustration was a common reaction to the gendered dynamic of com-
municating on dating sites. “I think that everyone has heard about ghost-
ing,” said Connor, a twenty-two-year-old White dater, about the ambiguity 
of rejection. “People in general in dating are dehumanizing often, like, 
people don’t care, and they treat people . . . as if they were sort of fictional 
and not real people.” Most respondents we interviewed agreed that nonre-
sponse is universally understood to be rejection. As Lisa, an eighteen-
year-old Asian American college student, commented, “If I feel like a guy 
is weird or I’m not into it, I don’t feel the need to be like. ‘I’m not into it 
anymore.’ I’ll just stop responding.” Nevertheless, some men insisted that 
the ambiguity confused them. One twenty-four-year-old Asian American 
online dater named Henry said he could read rejection cues more quickly 
and better in person, while online,

the conversation style is different, and if someone is disinterested in the con-
versation, they can just leave. . . . But, if you’re at a bar and the other person 
doesn’t want to keep talking, you can kind of figure that out. I think, you can 
judge and assess the possibility of this going further, a lot faster.

Many women—for whom the issue of safety loomed larger than for men—
noted on the other hand that being able to reject someone from afar rather 
than risk an angry, in-person confrontation was obviously preferable, pro-
vided that nonresponse did not evoke, as it had for some women and gay 
men in our sample, angry online attacks and cyberstalking.

The gendered sending and receiving patterns among heterosexual 
daters, coupled with the way the terrain of potential partners looks so 
enticingly expansive on dating sites, meant that being ignored was frus-
trating, if not infuriating, for some heterosexual men. But that perception 
of boundless choice is deceiving. Just because many singles are visible 
does not mean they are accessible. Cisgender men we talked to often 
described the initial illusion of a “feast,” which quickly dissipated as they 
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found they received far fewer messages than they sent. Some men we 
interviewed expressed deep resentment of what they perceived to be wom-
en’s disproportionate advantage in online dating. Yet, as Eric Klinenberg 
and Aziz Ansari describe in their book Modern Romance, for all the com-
plaints about women’s advantages, men still get more attention online 
than they do in other venues, like bars.12 Such discontent likely reflects the 
clash between fantasizing about what appears to be a very large, accessible 
market of women and receiving a host of nonresponses that feels just  
as vast.

This feeling is especially amplified for men of color who find their racial 
status penalized in online dating. For example, Derick, a twenty-eight-
year-old heterosexual Black man, explained that had been quite popular 
with women as a Division 1 athlete in a predominantly White college 
town. Today, though, he said,

What I dislike for me personally—I’m a Black man, and it’s just. . . . It’s 
awful for me. . . . If I was White . . . I think I would have been very much 
more successful because I’m seeing my other friends, my other White 
friends, they literally do not try. It’s like it falls in their lap.

Derick’s impressions—shared by other men of color—highlight the vastly 
different understanding of privilege in online dating. They challenge 
White men’s common assertion that women hold all the power by point-
ing out that White men also have disproportionate sway in the online-
dating market. Other men of color pointed to the complexity of the  
gendered dynamic of contacting others on the dating site. They saw  
White women and some minority women as feeling scared to respond to 
their messages, and they speculated that these women may have internal-
ized stereotypes about minority men, such as Black men’s alleged crimi-
nality and Asian men’s alleged effeminacy. Straight Black women had 
their own complaints about the setup of online dating: far from feeling 
overwhelmed by an enormous deluge of messages, Black women felt all 
but invisible. One straight Black woman we interviewed said succinctly 
that online dating was a “White women’s market.” While this may also be 
the case offline, expressed racial preferences and inequities in internet 
dating are visible in a way they are not offline. Furthermore, some daters 
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expressed anxiety over how online dating had opened up new markets to 
their same-race counterparts, leading to greater racial competition for 
their attention.

queering contact,  disrupting race?

Despite the many qualms we heard about the gender rituals in online dat-
ing, many heterosexual men and women have accepted a system in which 
men felt compelled to lead the courtship. LGBTQ daters, however, played 
with the norms. Bisexual daters, for example, noted a disconnect between 
how they interacted with men and women in online dating compared to 
in person and said they felt empowered to deviate from normative gender 
expectations. Josie, a bisexual nineteen-year-old White undergraduate 
student, told us that with men “it’s always him texting first,” but she likes 
how she experiences a greater sense of autonomy when interacting  
with women: “When it is other women, you have that control, too, which 
is fun. It’s good to have that in a way. With girls I’m like, ‘Hey.’ You  
know? And then you’re starting with your conversation or however you 
want to take it.”

Daters who identified as lesbian or gay constructed their own 
approaches, reimagining how romantic relationships could begin. 
Samantha, a twenty-year-old White lesbian college student, noted that the 
predetermined expectation among heterodaters meant that courtship 
“goes a lot faster” given men’s controls over the direction of the relation-
ship. “Say a guy hits on a girl, and a girl’s really into it,” she said. “That 
means that both people are on board automatically. I feel that lesbians will 
take a little longer to get to know each other because there’s not that one 
dude pushing it forward.” While the timeframe of courtship can vary for 
any couple, she described an appreciation for taking things slow, engaging 
intimately, and establishing exclusivity with a new partner in an organic 
way, because neither one nor the other dictated the progression of the rela-
tionship. She also resisted the conventional gender frame that is too fre-
quently imposed on queer relationships, a heteronormative frame that 
implies a power differential:
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I feel like the stereotype is that there’s one really dude bro in a lesbian couple 
and one really girly girl. But me and my girlfriend change outfits all the time. 
We wear the same clothes. No one would even notice. None of us have short, 
short hair, like shaved off, so it’s not like one of us could take that role and be 
badass about it.

The notion that she and her girlfriend “change outfits” refers not just to 
gender presentation but also to a power differential assigned to a binary 
between feminine and masculine, woman and man. She highlights the 
fluidity of gender roles and suggests that, in her partnership, they also 
negotiate around gender assignment and courtship, with each partner 
free to take on different roles.

Queer daters stressed that their decision to express initial interest or 
wait for others to approach them had less to do with gender norms and 
more with their state of mind. “It depends,” said Cruz, a twenty-nine-year-
old Latina who identified as both queer and lesbian. “I’m not one of the 
people who are like, ‘You’ve got to message me first,’ ” she continued. “It 
depends on either whether I matched with them immediately as opposed 
to getting a notification later and my level of interest. If I’m like, ‘Eh, I’m 
not really sure,’ then I may not message ever. If I’m excited, I’ll message 
right then.” Respondents like Cruz emphasized how the way they engaged 
or approached online dating often relied on figuring out what would make 
them happy as individuals, a reality that they saw as particularly liberat-
ing; the ebb and flow of Cruz’s willingness to actively engage with others 
matched the ebb and flow of her emotions.

Ben, a queer, Black, and Asian multiracial dater, told us how his deci-
sion to reach out sort of swung on a pendulum. On apps that presented 
more visual data, like multiple photos of people’s faces, he tended to wait 
for others to contact him because he generally sees himself as a shy per-
son. However, Ben was more likely to initiate on apps that provide less 
visual data, because the feeling of anonymity made him bolder and less 
fearful of rejection.

The individualism that some of these daters expressed is a key element 
of a queer culture in which members draw on a “be true to yourself ” phi-
losophy, divorced from many heteronormative norms around courtship.13 
Yet we wondered whether their deliberate challenges of gender norms 
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could also break down racialized hierarchies that have historically been so 
bound up with dating and courtship? Do queer daters—who are far more 
likely than heterosexual daters to deviate from a normative courtship 
script—also subvert racial hierarchies in the same way? Heterosexual 
online-dating patterns, as we have seen, despite the potential to transform 
gender norms, instead reform them. What about when it comes to race?

Gender is central to understanding the rules of online engagement, and 
its manifestation intersects with a variety of status hierarchies. In the area 
of intimate dating, naturalized hierarchies of gender, race, age, sexuality, 
and class are interwoven. With this complexity in mind, we begin in the 
next chapter to explore how, under what contexts, and why Whiteness 
retains its social privilege in online-dating desirability hierarchies.
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In 2015 two Princeton economists declared a mortality crisis. U.S. 
American non-Latino White men were experiencing a sudden and unex-
pected spike in what the researchers called “deaths of despair.”1 For all 
education and race groups, U.S. mortality had dropped over the course of 
the previous century, but among White men lacking a college degree, the 
rate was inching up in the new millennium. Suicide and opioid addiction 
were almost entirely driving them to early graves. Headlines sounded the 
alarm: “ ‘Deaths of Despair’ Surge among US White Working Class,” “Why 
White Middle Class Americans Are Dying at an Alarming Rate,” and “Why 
the White Middle Class is Dying Faster, Explained in 6 Charts.”2 Even 
with all this publicity, one important detail was routinely overlooked: U.S. 
White deaths had increased to almost but still not quite the same high 
level as those of similarly educated Black people. Black men have always 
died at significantly higher rates than White men; in fact, life expectancy 
at birth in 2016 is four years higher for White than for Black men.3 
Sometimes advantage is taken as a given.

Another rising trend is one of pronounced anxiety around traditional 
White masculinity.4 From women’s suffrage to emancipation, the closure 
of the western frontier, large-scale immigration waves, and twentieth-

 4 A Privilege Endures
dating while white in the era of online dating

There is something astonishing in this spectacle of so many 
lucky men restless in the midst of abundance.

Alexis de Tocqueville, 1838
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century civil rights legislation, each successive process extending basic 
human rights to U.S. American groups beyond White men has ratcheted 
up the sense that White men are under threat. To be sure, White men 
remain privileged and even benefit from some developments, like the eco-
nomic and social gains accrued by women and minorities. But as historian 
Carol Anderson puts it, “If you’ve always been privileged, equality begins 
to look like oppression.” 5 Entitlement naturalizes advantage so that any 
diminishment in advantage feels like a deep violation of one’s rights. 
That’s how we get the paradox of masculinity’s fragility: White men have 
had so many historical advantages that the perceived diminishments seem 
to come along more and more frequently. From their privileged vantage 
point, White men come to see themselves as constant targets, forgetting 
that they are, nonetheless, looking down on all other groups. In the United 
States entitlement and advantage have been maintained, in part, through 
enforcing institutions. Like other social structures, marriage and court-
ship have privileged White masculinity. Can online dating disrupt its 
dominance?

whiteness and the racialized dating 
marketplace in the united states

In chapter 3 we look at gender in dating-site messaging patterns. When 
we focus on how heterosexual men and women interact in this way, we see 
that they still gravitate toward conventional gender roles.6 Now it’s time 
to see what the patterns look like when we bring race into the mix. In  
figure 4.1 we illustrate how open Black, Asian, and Latina women and gay 
men are to interacting with White men compared to those from their own 
racial groups. Almost every minority group responds more readily to 
White men than to men from their own racial group.7 The pattern is clear-
est among straight minority women, but less so among minority men, 
whose smaller sample size makes trends less concrete. Gay Asian and 
Latino men appear to favor Whites, while Black men, on the other hand, 
appear to privilege other Black gay men.

White men are even more popular among White daters. Figure 4.2 
shows that both White straight women and gay men more often interact 
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with White men than non-White men do. These differences have taken 
into account a wide range of factors—including age, education, physical 
attributes, lifestyles, and personality compatibility—and point to a power-
ful White male privilege in the online-dating market.8

Obviously, the theory of homophily—that like attracts like—is contra-
dicted by White men’s overall popularity. Instead of being disregarded by 
minority daters, we find that Whiteness provides men great advantage in 
the world of online dating. The pervasiveness of White desire also shows us 
that racial preference in sexual marketplaces is not merely personal. These 
“preferences” largely reflect the history of racial oppression and separation 
outlined in earlier chapters, underscoring how the legacy of state interfer-
ence in intimacy continues to uphold White dominance. White masculinity 

Figure 4.1. Non-White Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging White versus Same-
Race Men. The bars depict the relative likelihood of interacting with White men 
compared with same-race men among Asian, Black, and Latino/a daters, adjusted for 
other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. 
Interacting with a same-race dater is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 
shows a greater relative probability of contacting or responding to a White dater than 
a same-race dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online tables 
O.1 and O.2 (at  www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458) for full estimates.
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  a  p r i v i l e g e  e n d u r e s  85

and femininity are seen as right, attractive, and good, while non-White, 
regardless of gender, is constructed as unattractive.9

The substantial White advantage is not unique to our data. A study of 
Yahoo personals showed White women’s strong preferences for White 
men, and one using Match data reported that minority daters were gener-
ally willing to date only someone of their own racial group—unless that 
person was White.10 In some cases researchers have found that minority 
daters even exclude same-race daters in favor of White men: one analysis 
of the LGBTQ profiles on Match found that most Latino and Asian men 
who excluded their own race from their search filters nonetheless included 
White men, suggesting that White masculinity may represent an ideal 
type among certain gay daters.11 All these studies show that White men 
are popular beyond racial boundaries.12

Figure 4.2. White Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging White versus Minority 
Men. The bars depict the relative likelihood of interacting with White men compared 
with minority men among White daters, adjusted for other observed characteristics. 
The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Interacting with a minority dater is 
indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative probability  
of contacting or responding to a White dater than a minority dater; anything below  
1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online tables O.3 and O.4 for full estimates.
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The concept of hegemonic masculinity is an idealized image of man-
hood in opposition to femininity and in subordination of non-White mas-
culinities.13 Indeed, U.S. masculinity is commonly conflated with 
Whiteness. In one interview Sunan, a twenty-six-year-old Asian man from 
the Northeast, revealed that he has a deep and lasting sense of not fitting 
in. Wanly, he listed what he saw as the attributes of the typical man—that 
did not describe him: “Men should have beards. . . . Men should be White. 
Men should be hetero. Men should be the moneymaker. Men should be 
dominant and ask the woman out first and stuff.” Other daters were able 
rattle off lists of the negative stereotypes they saw attached to minority 
men in dating.

A White-Latino man in his thirties, Roger, told us,

I would expect that Asian men are viewed as more likely to be stalkerish and 
creepy. . . . I think there is a general perception of Indian men in particular 
being very . . . very machista, but in a cruder way than Latin guys . . . more 
lewd. . . . Black guys, I think, would be usually seen as more likely to send 
pictures of their junk, that kind of stuff. And probably seen as more likely to 
be violent on a first date.

What, we asked, were the equivalent stereotypes about White men? Roger 
was stumped. “And White guys? I think they would probably be seen as . . . 
Well, I actually can’t think of too many stereotypes about White guys.” His 
response was characteristic of the theory of hegemonic Whiteness: as the 
standard against which other groups are compared and assessed, the hege-
monic category has the privilege of going unmarked. There aren’t many 
stereotypes about White men, Roger said, yet the stereotypes he could list 
about other races were all comparative. Compared to White masculinity, 
stereotypical Black masculinities are inferior because they are too physical 
and threatening. Asian men might have an economic profile that fits the 
breadwinner ideal, but, compared to White masculinity, the stereotypes 
charge they are insufficiently dominant and manly.14 Latinos, despite having 
been formally defined as White since the 1940 U.S. Census, are subject to 
stereotypes about machismo, conservativeness, and womanizing and thus 
are controlled by corresponding emasculating and racialized stereotypes 
about their height and perceived illegality.15 As they have been throughout 
U.S. history, racialized beliefs about racial and ethnic minorities mask racial 
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oppression and justify discrimination. Again daters’ racial preferences are 
anything but personal, ineffable markers of simple sexual attraction.

Many of the minority men we interviewed were painfully aware that 
they were being penalized by White women using dating websites. Sanjay, 
a thirty-nine-year-old South Asian American professional from the 
Northeast, was primarily interested in dating White women, and so he 
preferred to use double-swipe apps like Tinder rather than sites like 
OkCupid or Match. It allowed him to bypass the frustration of being une-
quivocally rejected by White women. He was matter-of-fact when he 
talked about the experience of online dating as a non-White man:

The average person probably is in their head like, “I’m not gonna date a 
brown person.” I messaged a dozen people, and no one wrote back. For a 
person of color, it seems like too much effort for too little return. . . . The 
double swipe is really good when you feel like you’re in a population of peo-
ple who only certain people might be attracted to or into. It just makes it 
very easy because there’s no guessing or writing a random person, just some-
one who’s already expressed an interest.

Indeed, some White women we interviewed had no qualms about stat-
ing their same-race preferences. Those who identified largely as progres-
sive and socially open-minded were more sheepish, sometimes telling us 
about their process of questioning whether they were being diverse enough 
in setting their racial preferences. Likewise, a number of minority men 
expressed suspicions that, if they had White profiles, they would be getting 
more matches. They drew frequent parallels with their White friends’ dat-
ing lives. Henry, a twenty-four-year-old Asian man noted incredulously 
that his White roommate, who he believes is equally as attractive,

can have a funny face in front of a box of mashed potatoes as his profile pic-
ture, and he gets sixty messages a week. I can have [pictures of] our house 
cat, me playing volleyball and out snowboarding, and all these other things, 
and I’ll get, like, five matches in a month!

The widespread usage of mobile apps has introduced the opportunity 
for people to conduct mini-experiments to test their hypotheses. The web 
is full of stories about how a person’s experience changed dramatically 
when they created a false profile or swapped phones with a friend.16 
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Grindr, a popular gay dating app, even created a documentary series in 
which daters exchanged phones for a day. In one episode a comparably 
attractive pair was shocked: the Asian dater found getting matches was 
suddenly effortless now that he had a White profile, while the White man 
was all but ignored. Furthermore, the White man was surprised at how 
many of the messages he did receive fetishized Asianness and assumed he 
was a sexual bottom.17

framing oneself against whiteness

Marginalized racial groups have developed coping strategies with regard to 
hegemonic Whiteness in the United States. One is what sociologist Joe 
Feagin calls “resistance counterframing,” or adopting a positive, group-
affirming mindset that empowers minority groups to resist self-degradation 
and celebrate their own identities.18 Another is the internalization of the 
White frame, a likely explanation for our finding that almost every minority 
group responds more readily to Whites than same-race men. The White 
frame explains why, as some scholars have found, Asian immigrants to the 
United States almost immediately refer to minorities by their race or 
nationalities, reserving the term “American” for Whites.19 In this sense, 
though Latinos/as and Asians may be more socially advantaged than Blacks 
on some measures, they are also least likely to be seen by others as American. 
One particularly incisive study asked participants to look at photos and rate 
how “American” the people looked. Whites got the all-American designa-
tion, followed by Blacks, then Latinos/as. Asian faces were rated the least 
American.20

Minorities, sensing that they are perceived as “forever foreigners,” may 
adopt a coping strategy that involves enlisting Whiteness—that is, seeking 
a relationship with a White person as a way to be included in mainstream 
society or signal belonging.21 William, a twenty-seven-year-old White 
graduate student in our study, described how his Asian girlfriend joked 
that she was a “legend” in her primarily Asian department because she 
had a White boyfriend. Another interviewee, a college-age Asian American 
woman, shared that she had exclusively dated Black men until she moved 
to a White-dominated region:
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I would say moving to the Northeast was a huge cultural shocker for me 
since I’ve always found White guys super cute, but I grew up in the hood of 
[a southern city], so I’ve never ever dated a White guy before, and my type 
completely changed when I came up here. I was like, “Ooh, maybe I’ll date a 
ginger,” because there’s so many here, and I’ve never seen one in real life 
before. My taste completely kind of did a 360.

Gay men spoke, too, about White men’s elevation in the eyes of minority 
men. Raúl, a twenty-eight-year-old Latino, said,

There are all these Latinos and Asians. . . . They are looking for someone 
who is White. If they’re blue eyed and blond, even better. . . . I talk to a lot of 
Latinos, and when I try to meet them they are not interested, but I’m pretty 
sure if I was a White person, they will be responding easily and quickly. . . . 
I have felt the stereotype like, “Oh wait, you’re Latino. You don’t have a big 
dick.” You see? Stuff like that. “You don’t bottom?” I mean, come on, don’t 
play that.

Latinas brought up family pressure to “date lighter.” One referred to the 
familial imperative “mejorando la raza” (improving the race), while 
another said point-blank that her parents “want Whiter babies” for grand-
children. While the context was more often related to gradations of skin 
tone within Latino pairings, reflecting residues of colonialism and color-
ism in many Latin American societies, it also manifested as preferences 
for non-Latino White men. Tony, a twenty-one-year-old White man told 
us his Latina girlfriend “jokes about how she likes me because I’m White, 
but . . . it’s more of a joke though, because her parents have mentioned to 
her that she should try to date White guys, because they’re better or 
whatever.”

By now it should be apparent that romantic preference for Whiteness is 
acutely gendered. For example, some Asian and Latina women associate 
White men with more gender egalitarian partnerships.22 This affirmation 
of White masculinity turns a blind eye to gender inequalities embedded 
among Whites, with immigrant women often associating White men  
with the rejection of patriarchy.23 For some other minority women, White 
preferences may reflect a desire for acceptance. Intimate unions with 
White men have historically been an option for some minority women  
to gain social recognition and economic security.24 Minority men have 
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historically had fewer options to trade on White women’s privilege in this 
way: White women’s partner choices have been more policed and pun-
ished than White men’s. Minority men’s disadvantaged economic status 
also made them subpar breadwinners. In addition, women’s economic and 
social status has been tied to, and subsumed by, their husband’s status. To 
this extent women’s ethnic identities may be experienced as more malle-
able than minority men’s.25 Antimiscegenation laws more vehemently 
targeted Black women, disallowing them from marrying Whites but also 
providing no protection from sexual violence by White men. As we explain 
in later chapters, gendered and racialized cultural stereotypes of Latina 
and Asian women typically construct them as desirable and feminine 
under the White gaze, while Black women are typically represented in the 
media and popular culture as masculine and less desirable.

Some minority women we interviewed openly discussed a preference 
for White American cultural norms. This kind of preference is often based 
on racialized stereotypes and finds particular expression in the era of inter-
net dating, when such images are amplified and widely circulated. For 
example, Mai was a thirty-year-old Asian international graduate student 
from China who had been living in the midwestern United States for the 
past decade. She compared how White American men and Asian men 
acted on dates with her, saying that Asian men “really don’t know about 
the rules about dating, especially the American rules. I summarize it as 
being very polite in terms of being on time . . . or maybe when you’re in a 
restaurant, you need to pull a chair for a woman sometimes, like chivalry. 
I think that’s the word.”

Mai appeared to draw on controlling images of popularly rehashed U.S. 
expectations of femininity and masculinity to justify her preference for 
White men. In one anecdote she told us about an Asian man who did not 
acknowledge her birthday and compared it with the ways romantic rela-
tionships looked on TV:

I feel like in the Friends TV series, the guys always do very romantic things 
for the female characters. I’m like, “If you’re watching those things that 
much, how can you not know and learn from those?” There’s a certain bar 
that you need to hit to please the girls, or at least to show you care for them. 
I’m really confused. It’s not like you have no experience at all.
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Some Latinas deployed ethnic stereotypes when they were asked why they 
did not prefer to date Latinos, at times characterizing White men as more 
gender progressive than Latino men. On its face this fact contrasts with 
Mai’s desire for White men’s chivalry and traditional gender role enact-
ment. But both narratives explicitly compare racialized stereotypes about 
minority men with Whiteness; though the meanings may be conflicting, 
those meanings are always superior. As marginalized heterosexual women 
and gay men collude with and participate in controlling images, they lev-
erage racialized gender stereotypes to justify romantic preferences for 
Whites over coethnic men.26

The deep centrality of Whiteness in U.S. society forces people who are 
marginalized to constantly navigate their racialized status, online and off. 
Dating Whites, some minority women revealed, could be challenging, 
because they have a general lack of awareness around racial oppression 
and discrimination. Others saw that racial ignorance as a bonus; one Asian 
woman mused that her Asian friends preferred to date White men because 
they “felt like they were more accepted, that because their White partners 
were detached from race as the forefront of their identity, that they were 
able to kind of talk about their issues without having to push back, having 
to contest and affirm.” Another said, “I’ve had conversations with people 
about how dating a White person is sometimes easier because you don’t 
have to have those conversations all the time. You get to take a break.”

Navigating one’s own social position vis-à-vis a partner’s proximity to 
Whiteness is a complicated issue. Even though many minority women 
expressed favorable opinions about White men, some women, particularly 
Black women, pushed back against the notion of a hegemonic White pref-
erence. These and others occasionally spoke at length about their prefer-
ence for same-race partners and general disinterest in White men—more 
on that in chapter 5.

gay men,  whiteness,  and the myth  
of neutral preference

The gay community has long been known for its progressive thinking and 
beliefs of inclusivity. As explained by one queer White man we interviewed,
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people who are looking for same-sex relationships have also been stigma-
tized themselves for so long, they might actually be more willing to go across 
races and to reduce those barriers, because they’ve had to deal with more 
shit. So they want to be more open-minded because they have had to deal 
with being in a closed-minded society.

This idea makes intuitive sense. It is certainly possible that transgressing 
norms in one social dimension may lead gay people to have more socially 
progressive personal behaviors and empathy toward other types of oppres-
sion, such as racialization. However, our findings suggest that dating pref-
erences among gay men, particularly White gay men, deviate little from a 
White-centered desirability hierarchy. Damian, a Black gay man we inter-
viewed, was annoyed at his sense that other gay men believed, because 
they were marginalized on the basis of sexuality, that they were incapable 
of negatively stereotyping others:

A lot of gay men believe that they can’t be racist or sexist. . . . Saying,  
“I’m gay. I can’t be racist” is like, “I’m Black. I can’t be sexist. I’m a woman.  
I can’t be homophobic.” It doesn’t make sense. Because you’re a part of  
a marginalized group, doesn’t mean you can’t be oppressive to someone  
else.

The gay community, studies find, does show clear social reproduction 
of inequalities, and this finds particular purchase within the world of 
online dating.27 Offensive racial terms, often in the form of food meta-
phors, are common on gay dating sites, such as Grindr.28 “No rice,” for 
example, indicates Asian avoidance, while “Rice Queen” references exclu-
sive interest in Asian men. Latinos are referred to as “spice” and Indian 
men as “curry.” “No Chicken” is taken to mean no Blacks, while “Dinge 
Queen” indicates Black fetishizing preferences. On both straight and gay 
dating sites, minorities are disadvantaged, but forthright racialized 
expressions like these are more common on gay sites. This points to a 
racialized hookup culture in which queer communities remain centered 
on Whiteness in expressing objectification and exclusion.

Interestingly, the gay population is also more likely to cohabit and 
marry across racial lines. If the dating market reveals racial preferences, 
the fact that the gay dating market is limited results in counterintuitive 
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partnering patterns.29 Some of the people we interviewed indicated as 
much. Speaking about the White men he had met online, Trevor, a Black 
international student, said, “Eventually, you exhaust your White resources, 
and you’re like, ‘Okay. I guess I’ll hook up with this Black person.’ You’re 
bound to have sex with some other different race eventually.”

full of swipe and fury ?  
the angry white male dater archetype

Classic social-contact theory predicts that cross-racial exposure should 
lead to positive changes in attitudes and behaviors toward outgroups. In 
this way online dating, despite being a tool used frequently to hone racial 
preferences, nevertheless provides the opportunity for people to interact 
across racial lines in ways that could intervene in the historical patterns of 
hegemonic Whiteness and racialized segregation in the United States. Still, 
online dating exposes people to a wide range of potential choices, but that 
greater exposure has a psychic cost, especially for women and racial and 
ethnic minorities. The online disinhibition effect of anonymized communi-
cation over the internet can subject daters to forthright expressions of 
misogyny and hate—expressions that tend to lay dormant in face-to-face 
interactions. Reflecting this experience, an emergent online-dating arche-
type is that of the “angry White male dater.” This figure stems both from the 
perniciousness of White privilege, in the internet and beyond, and from the 
increase in women’s autonomy, such that there is a hint of slippage in White 
men’s entitlement.

The phrase “angry White male dater” specifically refers to men who are 
enraged by rejection, feeling entitled to the affections of anyone they find 
attractive. A host of examples are provided by a Tumblr page called 
“Straight White Boys Texting,” which chronicles exchanges within which a 
self-proclaimed “nice guy” sends a woman what he perceives to be a polite 
introductory message, then, after a period of nonresponse, lashes out with 
gendered epithets; “bitch,” “slut,” and “whore” are part and parcel of such 
exchanges. The messages vary in the levels of anger and use of offensive 
language, but some are vehemently racist and sexist:
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 man: lol You’re so fucking full of shit just like every other woman on this site. 
I’m deleting this fucking profile TODAY. I send out tons of messages 
and never get shit in return. I see girls dating niggers on campus with-
out half as much going for themselves as I do. Fuck this shit. Your 
probably a fucking nigger lover anyway. Lol. You’ll wish you said yes to 
me in 10 years.30

All of the women we interviewed had experienced the “nice guy” treat-
ment. Meanwhile, the White men we interviewed, who all seemed like 
friendly bona fide “nice guys,” expressed frustration with being ignored or 
ghosted by women they messaged. Roger, the White-Latino man who 
couldn’t think of any stereotypes about White men, spoke about investing 
time and goodwill in messaging women who looked like perfect matches. 
He drew a contrast, pointing out that nonresponses spurred him only to 
change his own profile and the ways he wrote his initial messages, but 
said, “I do think that a lot of men will end up feeling . . . that these women 
are Bs or Cs or, you know, those kinds of words, and that leads to them 
blaming women as opposed to the way they’re presenting themselves.” 
Like others, who in our interviews frequently said that men put far less 
effort into crafting their profiles and selecting photos, Roger claimed that, 
unlike himself, “a lot of guys don’t reflect enough about how their choices 
might be harming them. They really just want to blame others for their 
own failings.” That Roger saw himself as outside this “angry White male 
dater” type is interesting in a second way: he felt that there was a clear 
difference in men’s and women’s effortful self-presentation and that, by 
attending to his own, he could gain advantage over other men. Even his 
take shows how male entitlement intersects with women’s growing 
romantic autonomy and agency.

Another White dater, Tom, twenty-nine, also had a lot to say about 
women’s agency in what he referred to as the “online dating game.” Like 
Roger, Tom felt that he had to compete with other men by constructing a 
profile that grabs women’s attention. He included pictures of himself vaca-
tioning to reflect his adventurous side but also included content that high-
lighted—and indeed exaggerated—his confidence and assertiveness, all 
qualities that Tom described as encompassing an “attractive masculinity.” 
Tom also admitted that his profile doesn’t reflect the real him: “You just 
kind of get good at building a profile that’s not necessarily reflective of 
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yourself and just reflective of what you know the widest kind of archetypal 
woman would like.” While Tom appeared committed to this “online dating 
game,” from which he sought noncommittal sex, he also expressed frustra-
tion with women’s expectations. In his view his game was one of no-strings-
attached conquest, a reality that often clashed with the expectations 
belonging to the women he met on dating apps:

You see this in this cultural narrative today, where it’s seen as misogynistic, 
or retrograde, to consider women as trophies or a conquest, you know, but 
from my perspective that’s how they frame the whole dating experience, 
right? They’re just like, “Well, you have to try, and all the responsibility is on 
you as a man to seduce me and to express confidence and fun and outgoing 
and take me out and plan out the date and pay for it and do all this stuff,” so 
of course when it works out for me I’m going to have an ego boost and feel 
like it’s a prize to be won, you know? You can’t have your cake and eat it too. 
You can’t frame your body as some kind of reward given to a man who is 
confident, and attractive enough, and then be mad at him for seeing it as a 
conquest.

Articles and think pieces with titles such as “The Not-So-Nice ‘Nice 
Guys’ of Online Dating”; “What Is Nice Guy Syndrome? 5 Signs That a Self-
Proclaimed “Nice Guy” Isn’t All That Nice”; and “21 Things That Prove 
Nice Guys Are the Absolute Worst” are countered by the “manosphere.”31 
This vast network of online forums and blogs advocates a misogynistic view 
of women and dating and has played an influential role in the popularity of 
alt-right outlets such as Breitbart News. The manosphere mobilizes to 
defend antifeminist men’s rights, share pick-up artist techniques for seduc-
tion, maintain men’s domination in gaming, and share pornography.

Although some see these sites as residual outbursts of a declining patri-
archy, the death throes of White male privilege, others argue convincingly 
that they represent a novel strain of misogyny practiced by young self-
labeled geeks and beta males.32 Online forums, such as 4Chan and vari-
ous Reddit threads, may have also helped to radicalize such men’s sexual 
frustrations into racial antipathy. It is common in the manosphere to mix 
misogyny with racial bigotry and resentment, producing a wholesale hos-
tile attitude toward social justice activism. Many men with not unusual 
sexual anxiety and frustration could be radicalized by such sites into hold-
ing misogynistic and racist beliefs.33
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Lamenting the “rage-inducing sights” of seeing mixed-race couples, 
Elliot Rodger was a poster child of the manosphere.34 He was especially 
active on PUAhate.com, a since-shuttered “incel” website, where men who 
consider themselves involuntarily celibate (that is, as victims of women 
who withhold the sexual access to which these men believe they are natu-
rally entitled) gather. Rodger was a biracial White Asian who openly 
expressed anti-Black racism and cataloged his foundering “life struggle to 
get a beautiful, white girl.” His final manifesto is a disturbing picture of 
misogyny and anti-Blackness:

How could an inferior, ugly black boy be able to get a white girl and not me? 
I am beautiful, and I am half white myself. I am descended from British 
aristocracy. He is descended from slaves. I deserve it more. . . . If this ugly 
black filth was able to have sex with a blonde white girl at the age of thirteen 
while I’ve had to suffer virginity all my life, then this just proves how ridicu-
lous the female gender is. . . . If women continue to have rights, they will 
only hinder the advancement of the human race by breeding with degener-
ate men and creating stupid, degenerate offspring.

Rodger then went on a shooting rampage—a failed attack on a sorority in 
which he killed three nearby students before dying by suicide. He was an 
extreme outlier, but it is important to highlight the slippery slope  
from frustration to violent misogyny and White supremacy. He was nei-
ther the first, nor the last, to go on a killing rampage targeting women in 
the name of the incel entitlement.35 White men are still advantaged in 
U.S. society, and many see that privilege as a right they are willing to 
“defend.”

White male entitlement is as evident in the celebration of such violence 
as much as it is in the deranged acts themselves.36 The Southern Poverty 
Law Center (SPLC) has added male supremacy to the racial hate ideolo-
gies it tracks. On its website SPLC notes, “In many ways, white supremacy 
and male supremacy are one and the same,” with both groups believing in 
the decline of Western civilization and placing the blame on women, 
immigrants, and minority groups. The SPLC website points to the concept 
of “white shariah” as an example of common ground, the “idea that the 
submission and rape of white women by white men is the only way to save 

http://www.PUAhate.com
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the white race, since white women tend to leave white men for their non-
white counterparts, thus making violence necessary.”37 Just as we have 
seen in the earlier chapters of this book, male dominance and White 
supremacy are intimately bound.38 Thus, while Rodger and others have 
framed the motives for their attacks in antifem terms, we see even in his 
manifesto that White supremacy is at least as powerful a motivator. At this 
point it is almost a cliché that mass shootings are committed by White 
men who have already tested their capacity for deadly violence by killing 
women love interests or partners, frequently in response to romantic 
rejection.39

Men murdering women is rare, of course, but complaints about both 
rejection and women’s entitlement are not uncommon among men daters. 
Their discontent ignores their own biases in pursuing a limited set of 
women. In fact, whereas only the very youngest women receive the lion’s 
share of attention, men’s popularity grows continuously with age.40 What 
is more clear than anything else from our data is that non-White men are 
at much greater disadvantage than White men in their online-dating 
prospects. This is especially true for Black and Asian men, on whom we 
focus in later chapters.

white femininity privilege?

White women are undeniably privileged in the United States, but they are 
not so universally desired as White men in dating, according to our data. 
Instead, both straight men and lesbian daters from minority groups tend 
to contact women who are from their own racial groups over White 
women, while White men and White lesbians prefer White women over 
minorities (see figures 4.3 and 4.4).41

What explains the fact that White men receive many more responses 
from minority women, but White women infrequently receive messages 
from minority men? One explanation is patriarchy: society still empha-
sizes men’s socioeconomic status and women’s physical beauty. Thus, 
White men continue to hold most of the power and economic resources, 
while White women access power and economic status predominantly 
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Figure 4.3. Non-White Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging White versus Same-
Race Women. The bars depict the relative likelihood of sending messages to White 
women compared with same-race women among Asian, Black, and Latino/a daters, 
adjusted for other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence 
intervals. Interacting with a same-race dater is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything 
above 1.0 shows a greater relative probability of contacting or responding to a White 
dater than a same-race dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See 
online table O.1 (at www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458) for full estimates.

through their association with White men. As a symbolic case in point, in 
our interview with J. T. Tran, who founded an Asian men’s date-coaching 
company, he pointed to gendered aspects of White privilege:

I get no benefits, like at the societal level, from dating a White woman. I 
know . . . guys brag. Lots of bragging rights does not give me any sort of 
institutional hope like privilege. I don’t get more money. I don’t get more 
elected. I don’t get better access. I don’t get any of that privilege. Dating a 
White woman gives me no White privilege.

In Tran’s view his association with White femininity provides no mate-
rial benefits. Yet his reference to bragging rights does suggest that associa-
tion with feminine Whiteness does provide some symbolic prestige. Note 
that, while White men are more advantaged than White women in the 
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dating market, this in no way suggests that White women are disadvan-
taged relative to other minority women. Given the power of hegemonic 
femininity and pervasiveness of beauty discourse that often assigns femi-
nine value to closer-to-Whiteness, minority women navigate a world 
where they are often implicitly or explicitly told throughout their lives that 
they are unattractive or less attractive than others.42 This is especially true 
for dark-skinned women of color and especially for those Black women 
who are darker, have broader features, larger bodies, and coarser hair tex-
tures.43 Amid rampant digital misogyny, minority women must also con-
tend with being fetishized on the basis of their racial identities. As such, 
White women are objectified “only” for their gender identity, while minor-
ity women are doubly objectified for both their gender and their race. 
Mary, a college-aged White woman, alluded to this:

Figure 4.4. White Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging White versus Minority 
Women. The bars depict the relative likelihood of sending messages to White women 
compared with minority men among White daters, adjusted for other observed 
characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Interacting with a 
minority dater is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater 
relative probability of contacting or responding to a White dater than a minority 
dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online tables O.3 and O.4 
for full estimates.
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Definitely I feel like I never had to worry about being a fetish or worry about 
someone not liking me because of my race. I feel like even if someone said, 
“I don’t want to date a White girl” . . . I think I’d be like, “I understand, I hate 
White people too. It’s gonna be okay.” I don’t know. I never had to even 
worry about that.

By contrast, Bianca, a twenty-nine-year-old Latina, told us that she 
thinks White men have differing standards when it comes to whom they 
will take to bed versus take home to their parents. She said, “I think they 
prefer White and Asian for marriage. And I think Black and Hispanic mix 
to date or just fuck.” This fits well with social theory around majority-
group views of Asians as “honorary Whites” and “model minorities,” while 
reinforcing hypersexualized stereotypes around Black and Latina women.

Some minority or immigrant women actively reframe and resist domi-
nant White culture to reclaim power in a system that devalues them. For 
example, in her research on second-generation Filipinas, Yen Le Espiritu 
highlights the gendered discourse of moral superiority that immigrant 
families use to place Filipino womanhood above White feminism and 
individualism.44 In a study of Black women’s storytelling around interra-
cial relationships, Amy Wilkins describes these narratives as cultural vehi-
cles used to construct collective meaning that reposition some Black men 
as preferring White women because they are sexually easy and too meek 
to say no.45

Black women in our interviews often recounted incidents in which 
White and minority men drew on such racialized and sexualized stereo-
types about them. In the fact of this devaluation, Black women often per-
form identity work to create solidarity and dignity. They may resist racist 
narratives by flipping controlling stereotypes, for example, painting White 
women as more sexually promiscuous than Black women. Robert seemed 
to have absorbed this notion, telling us that White women were more sex-
ually available than Black women, who he said were “more reserved about 
having sex.” Alicia said Black men sometimes pressured Black women like 
her to be less “stuck up” and more like other women. She mimicked what 
she described as a stereotypical White woman saying, “I’m okay with hav-
ing a one-night hookup. It’s no big deal to me. I could give you a blowjob. 
It’s no big deal to me, you know.” Then, taking on the role of Black men, 
she said, “They tell me [being sexually reserved is] just being stuck up. 
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You know, wanting me to loosen up. ‘You’re just too hard. You’re making 
things difficult.’ ” While resisting controlling images of the hypersexualized 
“Black Jezebel” stereotype, such beliefs ultimately pit Black women against 
White women in a way that has been found in a great deal of scholarly 
work.46 Intersectional gender and race politics are such that both men 
and women may work to undermine racist stereotypes without fully 
upending the race-gender order.

staying close to whiteness

Among all the racial preferences we find in online dating, none is stronger 
than Whites’ preferences for Whites. Both White men and White women 
actively seek each other out, reproducing intimate segregation through 
their exclusivity. The online-dating website we draw data from asks users 
to answer an array of personal questions to help develop a compatibility 
score for any prospective match. Figure 4.5 shows the proportions of 
daters who indicate a strong preference for their same race when asked, 
“Would you strongly prefer to date someone of your own skin color/racial 
background?” Overall, White daters are more likely than non-Whites to 
have such a preference, with variation by gender and sexuality such that 
racial gaps are largest among women and gay men (16 percent more 
White straight women and 19 percent more gay men feel strongly about 
the racial background of the men they date than their minority 
counterparts).47

These are not just beliefs but scripts for action and inaction. Figure 4.6 
indicates that White women respond to messages from White men nearly 
twice as often as they do to messages from Black and Asian men. They 
respond to Latinos slightly more often than Black and Asian matches but 
not nearly as frequently as they respond to White men.48

As we noted from the start, U.S. Whites have always been more likely 
than minorities to disapprove of interracial intermarriage, and the differ-
ence continues today. Unsurprisingly, these racial norms are still enforced 
through family influence. Some minority men we spoke to expressed frus-
tration with what they perceive to be paternalistic control over White 
women’s dating. For example, Kevon, a thirty-year-old Indo-Caribbean 



Figure 4.5. Proportion Strongly Preferring Someone of Their Own Racial Background. 
The bars depict the proportion of daters answering yes to the question: “Would you 
strongly prefer to date someone of your own skin color/racial background?” Non-
White daters include Asian, Black, and Latino/a daters but not those of other racial 
backgrounds.

Figure 4.6. White Women’s Relative Likelihood of Responding to Minority versus 
White Men. The bars depict the relative likelihood of responding to a message from 
minority men compared with White men among White women, adjusted for other 
observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Responding 
to White men is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater 
relative probability of responding to a minority dater than a White dater; anything 
below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online table O.2 for full estimates.
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American, relayed three instances in which White women told him they 
could not date him because their parents would be uncomfortable. He 
vented in the following exchange:

Women are less open than men because they have to have their daddy 
approve every fucking thing, and it’s the truth. Women who are saying that 
they’re liberal-minded, they’re open-minded. . . . Let me make an example 
here. . . . A friend of mine who I met online, she’s so open-minded, blah, 
blah, blah, and all this. But I told her flat out, “You know, you say all that 
shit, but I bet you a hundred bucks you would never let me take you out for 
a cup of coffee.” She shut up right away. She was like, “No, I guess not.” I’m 
like, “Why not?” She’s like, “Kevon, if you had parents like me, you would 
understand.” She said her family would never accept me. She said that how 
her family, especially her father, would not accept me. I said, “Why not?” She 
said because her dad’s very conservative, religious, and he feels that she and 
her sister should not be dating anyone who’s nonwhite.

Thinking back on other examples, Kevon added,

I once talked to another girl I met about dating, if she would like to some-
time see each other again so we could go out and have some fun and get to 
know each other more. She said, “No I don’t have any interest in doing that.” 
I said, “Why not?” She said how if I was to date her and she was to bring me 
home, her father would shoot me on sight.

In addition to his clear articulation of racial violence and of racial prefer-
ences as being a form of sexual racism, Kevon’s frustrations over paternal 
control connected to a broader issue: compared to men, women’s sexual and 
personal relationships are and have long been rigorously scrutinized. After 
four centuries of legal, social, and cultural sanctions aimed at segregating 
their intimate lives, it is not surprising that even White women who claim a 
progressive political identity still see dating White men as “natural.”

Whiteness scholars have expanded Adrienne Rich’s theory of compul-
sory heterosexuality imposed on women to specify compulsory White 
heterosexuality to capture the disproportionate application of antimisce-
genation laws to White women.49 As the domestic and reproductive rep-
resentatives of the family, women are expected to be cultural bearers of  
dominant ideologies of sexuality, nation, gender, and race. As such, “the 
patriarchal production of ‘good girls’ within the family is inextricably 
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linked to the racist production of ‘good (white) girls,’ ” who are expected to 
uphold racial solidarity.50 It makes sense, then, that White women we 
interviewed often mentioned that dating White men prevented conflict 
with family members. White men who brought up a reluctance to bring 
home women of color indicated that it had more to do with a worry that 
their family’s prejudice might offend a non-White girlfriend than it did 
with any family requirement that they date White women. One White 
man described his complete mortification at his father’s racial insensitiv-
ity. When meeting his girlfriend, the father made a number of racialized 
references, such as remarking that a flooded field they drove past looked 
like a rice paddy and commenting that, if his girlfriend were in Japan, she 
could be a geisha. “At that point,” the man told us, “I got mad. . . . And I 
said, ‘Dad, you’re calling her a prostitute.’ ” Based on this experience, he 
concluded, “I would never introduce another girlfriend who wasn’t White 
to him.”

More White women than men professed racially aware and progressive 
views in our sample. However, it did not mean they were willing to enter 
cross-racial relationships. This may be attributable to patriarchal and gen-
dered family norms, or it might be a convenient excuse to avoid admitting 
to sexual racism. For example, Clara, a White twenty-one-year-old bisex-
ual dater who dated mainly men, felt guilt over her preferences for White 
men and described how she intentionally tried to disrupt her predisposi-
tion. When we asked if she had ever been in an interracial relationship, she 
answered,

No. I’ve hooked up with people, but not had a relationship. . . . I kind of real-
ized this year that I really hadn’t hooked up with anyone who wasn’t White. 
I was like, is there a reason for that? I think mainly it’s that there aren’t as 
many people who aren’t White. Then, I don’t know, I was like I should try to 
diversify. . . . Yeah. I feel like that sounds kind of weird, so I did hook up with 
a few Black guys and I liked it, and I would date a Black guy.

If contemporary racial preference trends didn’t map so closely onto deeply 
entrenched social-domination strategies and historical laws and stereo-
types, such perspectives could be seen as random. But these preferences 
patterns have been shaped by centuries of social norms and aggressive, 
state-sanctioned racial prejudice and violence.
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In contrast to White women, White men are less hesitant to cross  
racial boundaries. As figure 4.7 shows, White men’s treatment of non-
White daters is very different from White women’s. White women reject 
all non-White men, while White men display a clear preference among 
non-White groups, contacting Asians and Latinas second and Black 
daters last.51

This mirrors national intermarriage trends. Our data shows that White 
men’s preference falls in line with what triracial hierarchy theories predict, 
while White women’s hew to a White/non-White dividing line—that is to 
say, in the everyday realm of online dating, which has the potential to 
desegregate racial exposure, White men continue to practice anti-Black-
ness and White women practice Whites-only filtering.52

Few White men specifically brought up Black women in our interviews. 
Among the exceptions, one respondent, age forty-four, volunteered, “I 
don’t have a type.” Then he elaborated, “But I am more attracted to White 
women than Black women, so I sort by that.” He then added, “But I do find 
attractive Black women.” Another interviewee, Sanjay, however, spoke to 
his White friends’ broad lack of interest in Black women:

Figure 4.7. White Men’s Relative Likelihood of Sending to Minority versus White 
Women. The bars depict the relative likelihood of sending a message to minority 
women compared with White women among White men, adjusted for other observed 
characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Sending to White 
women is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative 
probability of sending to a minority dater than a White dater; anything below 1.0 
indicates a lesser probability. See online table O.1 for full estimates.
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We were talking once about if he were to date a Black woman. He’s like, “No, 
I would though. I think Beyonce’s hot.” And I’m like, “Wow, you would date 
Beyonce. That’s really generous of you.” It’s like, “Yeah, I would date Beyonce 
or Kerry Washington.” But that’s not the level of attractiveness you’re look-
ing for if it was a blond chick.

Black women, for their part, were acutely aware of the Black-avoidance 
dynamic operating in online dating—more on that in chapter 5.

gendered and raced differences  
in desired characteristics

Body weight was another big topic among daters—enough so that we 
wondered whether body type preferences were significant enough to 
eclipse racial boundaries. For example, would a White man prefer a non-
White but slim woman to a White, fuller-figured woman? How do con-
structions of beauty influence the racialization of dating preferences?53

Figure 4.8 shows that body weight is a significant deal breaker for 
White men. Looking at the left panel (not overweight men), we see that 
they prefer women who are not overweight across every racial group of 
women. But anti-Blackness far, well, outweighs this preference. White 
men are more likely to send messages to overweight White, Asian, and 
Latina women than they are to Black woman who are of average size (tak-
ing into account all other characteristics). Thus, anti-Blackness operates 
in conjunction with other sorting mechanisms in a way that results in 
Black daters experiencing compounded racialized disadvantage. A similar 
dynamic also exists among overweight White men (shown in the right 
panel of figure 4.8), who show a slight preference for overweight women 
but still rarely contact Black women, regardless of their body types.

Weight was the only factor we found that transcended racialized 
boundaries—that made some White men reach out to some non-Black 
minority women. For instance, we noted in chapter 3 the studies showing 
that men prefer women who are shorter than they are; however, their dis-
taste for taller women is not enough to disrupt the racial hierarchy (see 
figure 4.9). No matter the height, a White man will contact a White 
woman over all other races, and he will contact an Asian or Latina woman, 
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even if she is taller than him, over a Black woman of any height. In other 
words, in terms of compatibility, White men find race to be much more 
important than height but possibly less important than weight.

Unlike straight White men, straight White women’s messaging behav-
ior in online dating demonstrates that their racial preferences are stronger 
than other physical concerns. And although studies indicate that women 
have less appearance-oriented partner preferences than men, appearance 
was rather important in our data. As figure 4.10 indicates, White women, 
even those who are overweight, care about weight. Still, in all cases White 
women will respond to overweight White men over slimmer minority men.

Figure 4.8. White Men’s Relative Likelihood of Sending to Women by Race and Body 
Type. The estimates depict the relative likelihood of sending a message to women of 
different racial identity and body type compared with White women who share the 
same body type, adjusted for other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 
percent confidence intervals. The left-hand graph represents the behavior of men who 
are not overweight, while the right-hand graph represents the behavior of men who are 
overweight. Sending to White women of the same body type is indicated by an odds of 
1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative probability of sending; anything 
below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online table O.5A for full estimates.
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Figure 4.9. White Men’s Relative Likelihood of Sending to 
Women by Race and Height. The estimates depict the relative 
likelihood of sending a message to women of different racial 
identity and height compared with White women of similar 
height or shorter, adjusted for other observed characteristics. 
The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Sending to 
White women of similar height or shorter is indicated by an 
odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative 
probability of sending; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser 
probability. See online table O.6A for full estimates.
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Height also takes the backseat to race when it comes to White women’s 
preferences. Recall that, in chapter 3, many women were insistent that 
they heavily preferred men taller than themselves. Yet figure 4.11 shows 
that White women are more willing to date shorter White men than taller 
minority men.

Throughout our interviews daters were firm about the idea that attrac-
tion and personal racial preferences are no different than an aversion or 
preference for certain types of food or music. Our findings, however, sug-
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Figure 4.10. White Women’s Relative Likelihood of Responding to Men by Race and 
Body Type. The estimates depict the relative likelihood of responding to men of 
different racial identity and body type compared with White men who share the same 
body type, adjusted for other observed characteristics. The left-hand graph represents 
the behavior of women who are not overweight, while the right-hand graph 
represents the behavior of women who are overweight. Responding to White men of 
the same body type is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater 
relative probability of responding; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. 
See online table O.5B for full estimates.

gest that race and desirability hierarchies are inextricably bound even in 
the era of supposedly egalitarian online dating. It is not that particular 
bodies or heights are attractive objectively, but rather embodied attrac-
tiveness is often a product of racial hierarchy.

white women and educational preference: 
where whiteness reigns

Further cementing the evidence for the centrality of race for U.S. daters 
and U.S. society more generally, White women in the United States do not 
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Figure 4.11. White Women’s Relative Likelihood of Responding to 
Men by Race and Height. The estimates depict the relative 
likelihood of responding to a message from men of different 
racial identity and height compared with White men of similar 
height or shorter, adjusted for other observed characteristics. 
The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Responding to 
White men of similar height or shorter is indicated by an odds of 
1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative probability of 
responding; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. 
See online table O.6B for full estimates.
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appear at all swayed by another otherwise significant factor—education 
level. In general, education levels are a good indicator of socioeconomic 
status, which is, as we noted in chapter 3, important for many women as 
they consider potential partners. Education is an achieved status rather 
than an ascribed status like race, and some have argued that it may be 
becoming equally or more important than racial identity in the mate-
selection process.54 For example, a study of a European online-dating site 
concluded that educational homophily was more important than any 
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other characteristics in mate choice.55 This is not the case in the United 
States, where racial divides are wide and deep.

We show in figure 4.12 that, while White women clearly prefer men 
with a college degree over non–college educated men, they are still more 
likely to respond to White men of any education level than any other 
group. The prioritization of race over education is evident among non–
college educated, as well as college-educated, women—both are more  
willing to respond to less educated White men than to non-White college-
educated men who contact them.

The internet promises a more connected world, but Whites continue to 
self-segregate. Just like White women, White men—who, in general, are 

Figure 4.12. White Women’s Relative Likelihood of Responding to Men by Race and 
Education. The estimates depict the relative likelihood of responding to a message 
from men of different racial identity and education compared with White men who 
share the same education, adjusted for other observed characteristics. The lines 
depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Responding to White men of the same 
education is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative 
probability of responding; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See 
online table O.8B for full estimates.
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more open to minority daters—exhibit strong patterns of racialized pref-
erences in education (figure 4.13). In keeping with traditional gender role 
theory, White men should prefer women with equal or less education, yet 
the data show that White men ultimately prefer White women of all edu-
cational levels to all Latinas and Asians, who fall in the middle. Regardless 
of education level, they are most likely to avoid Black women.

On a dating website, where people believe they act on whim, White 
women and men move in harmony when it comes to racial preferences. 
They both see dating another White person as more important than just 
about anything else. The remarkable findings in this chapter point to the 
long-standing and devastating racial divide in U.S. intimate life. They 

Figure 4.13. White Men’s Relative Likelihood of Sending to Women by Race and 
Education. The estimates depict the relative likelihood of sending a message to 
women of different racial identity and education compared with White women who 
share the same education, adjusted for other observed characteristics. The lines 
depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Sending to White women of the same 
education is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative 
probability of sending; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online 
table O.8A for full estimates.
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map onto the ways that centuries of antimiscegenation and damaging 
popular images regulated and disciplined who could see and be seen as 
desirable. White women, historically more subject to antimiscegenatory 
oversight, still avoid all men except Whites. White men show slightly more 
openness to minority women, which may reflect their greater historical 
freedom to cross color lines. Yet they consistently avoid Black women. 
Surely, pervasive images depicting Black women as undesirable and 
unfeminine figure into this aversion. State-sanctioned racial separation 
and imagery regulating sex, dating, and marriage date back to the colonial 
era. They have been continuously revised, reiterated, and reinforced ever 
since. Their influence has only intensified in the online era of mass com-
munication, leading to today’s neoliberal language of romantic racial pref-
erence. This repackaging of antimiscegenation into individual choice is 
the cornerstone of the new digital-sexual racism.
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“I was trying to figure out how I was going to put myself out there,” said 
Monica, a thirty-three-year-old lawyer. Her initial foray into online dating 
began when she was a master’s student at a large public university.

I was just interested in figuring out how to meet new people. I wasn’t at the 
bar at five. I lived on campus; I worked on campus. I went to school on cam-
pus, and I was going to school with a bunch of college-aged kids. I mean, obvi-
ously, there were people in my master’s program, but nobody was of interest.

A self-proclaimed introvert, Monica may have initially resorted to using 
online dating to expand her dating circle, but her intentions were always 
precise: “My motivations for online dating have always been to find a 
meaningful relationship that leads to marriage. That was always my 
expectation.”

Monica has spent a great deal of time refining both her profile and her 
filters on popular dating apps. She is as careful about her search parame-
ters as her photos. Having grown up in a Catholic, Haitian American 
household in a suburb located in the Northeast, Monica has always wanted 
to find a man who was similar to her in three key ways: education, reli-
gion, and race. Calling herself a lifelong learner, she wants a partner who 

 5 The Unique Disadvantage
dating while black
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can “be on her same level,” and it’s equally important that he’s a Black man 
of faith who will enthusiastically raise their future children in a Christian 
and culturally affirming household. “I lay it out there 100 percent,” she 
said with a chuckle. “I mention that I’m an attorney, that you can’t be an 
atheist at all, nor agnostic.”

Monica had “perfect” matches with a large number of men across the 
sites, yet the reaction to her carefully constructed profile was under-
whelming. Like so many others, she believed in online dating’s promise of 
an enhanced and ever-expansive dating pool, only to be disappointed by 
who was and wasn’t interested in her. Few men shared her desire for long-
term commitment, and few similarly educated Black men reached out. 
She had more recently tried connecting with White men, but hadn’t had 
much luck in that department either: “I don’t try to discriminate, but 
when it comes to White guys I expect more,” she said nonchalantly. “The 
White guys who reach out to me are like welders, contractors. I am highly 
intellectual. I chose to go to law school for a reason. I just don’t think my 
world and their world would make sense together.”

As a proudly “full-bodied, dark-skinned Black woman,” Monica had a 
sense that she simply did not conform to the idealized standard of beauty 
U.S. society assigns to women who tilt closer to Whiteness, and Monica’s 
tone became tense as she recounted some of the most memorable interac-
tions with White men online. With the click of a button, they could  
easily send her messages containing a slew of racial and gendered connota-
tions. “I feel like a lot of that is status-based. White men will reach out  
just like, ‘I never dated a Black girl before.’ ” She added, “Nobody fucking 
asked you!”

Throughout our interviews Black daters frequently brought up feeling 
rejected or stereotyped in online dating, such as Lucas, a twenty-six-year-
old African American, who just relocated to a small, predominantly White 
college town in the Northeast. When we talked, he was only a few months 
out of a messy breakup with Samantha, his long-term Italian American 
girlfriend. So he turned to online dating: “It’s more of a confidence booster 
for me,” he said. “I was having a hard time, so with online dating you’re 
self-validating yourself with just a couple of pictures.” Nonetheless, he was 
getting the idea that his Blackness made him undesirable to non-Black 
women. That was a major issue, given that the Black women he connected 
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with on the platforms were located many miles away. “My bio is on fleek; 
I am not going to lie,” he said with a smile. Lucas’s profile had a straight-
forward bio and an array of artfully selected photos. “My bio is pretty 
upfront, but to the point. . . . It’s enough information to show who I 
am. . . . I felt like I have a really good profile, but still undervalued, unless 
it’s Black women.” Because he knew his race could project ideas out of his 
control, Lucas explained, he limited how long he would communicate 
with non-Black women on the site. He now preferred to set up a face-to-
face meeting sooner rather than later, so that he could “prove” he was 
more than a racist stereotype.

In our research for this book, we interviewed a diverse set of Black 
women and men, ranging from a board-game enthusiast who enjoys 
spending weekends with just a few friends to a social butterfly who can be 
found at the center of the dance floor of crowded clubs. Their stories of 
online dating were, however, anything but diverse. Time and again we 
heard how hard it was dating while Black, even in the internet age.

Many studies have shown a uniquely separate Black experience in online 
dating, whereby non-Black men and women are least responsive to the 
messages sent by Black women and Black men.1 In figure 5.1 we present 
the distribution of attractiveness ratings by sexual orientation, gender, and 
race on the one-to-five scale offered by the website whose data we use 
throughout this book.

While we cannot distinguish the race of the rater in this data, our 
attractiveness rating is naturally weighted more heavily by the preferences 
of Whites, because the majority of users on this site are White. There is a 
clear devaluation of Black attractiveness.2 Both Black women and Black 
men are underrated relative to Whites, both falling at a below-average 
“two” on the five-point scale.

Monica’s and Lucas’s frustrations with “dating while Black” are com-
mon and frequently expressed in online communities such as Reddit, 
Twitter, and Buzzfeed. Social media threads boast titles such as “Online 
Dating Is Horrible If You Are a Young and Black Woman,” “Online Dating 
While Black, It Sucks,” and “If You Are Black, Don’t Bother Using Tinder.”3 
The digital expansion of the dating market, along with the normalization 
of digital-sexual racism, operates in ways that consistently result in the 
gendered and racialized exclusion of Black daters.
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gendered anti-blackness in cyberspace

Status-exchange theory posits that people should be able to leverage their 
socioeconomic status or youth to compensate for other marginalized sta-
tuses, but this doesn’t appear to be the case for Black daters.4 In chapter 4 
we illustrate that White women and men are less willing to interact with 
minority daters, even those with more education or “normative” body 
types, though White men are relatively more willing to include Asians and 
Latinas in their dating filters. Even that scant openness stops short, 
though, when it comes to Black women.

Figure 5.1. Black and White Daters’ Website-Based Attractiveness by Sexual 
Orientation, Gender, and Race. The bars depict the distribution of attractiveness by 
sexual orientation, gender, and race. Individual users are rated by other users on the 
website on a scale from one (least attractive) to five (most attractive). Since the 
ratings are not random, and the vast majority of the users are Whites, the distribution 
is likely skewed due to racial bias.
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Gendered anti-Black imagery is pervasive in U.S. society and surely 
affects notions of desirability inside the internet’s romantic markets. In 
Western culture Whiteness is held as the highest standard of attractive 
femininity and masculinity, feminist critical race scholar Patricia Hill 
Collins reminds us, and racialized heterosexism has suffused the social 
construction of anti-Black “controlling images” aimed at calcifying non-
White subordination.5 From the start European images of Black people 
revolved particularly around the othering of their sexuality. For example, 
early explorers claimed the nudity and tribal clothing of indigenous 
African people evidenced their debauchery and lewdness, such that it jus-
tified their colonization and sexual exploitation.6

Later, in the transatlantic slave trade, such images took on greater 
meaning. White slave owners dehumanized Black men and women, not 
only by buying and selling their bodies but by using animalistic descrip-
tions to depict them as docile and submissive workhorses for whom slav-
ery would be a fitting, even civilizing, condition. To increase profits via 
saleable children, the sexual objectification of enslaved Black women was 
institutionalized. In turn, indefensible depictions of Black women pro-
vided a contrast to hegemonic ideals and images of the cult of domesticity 
and “true” White womanhood in ways that would affect Black women 
through to the present day.7

Black men’s sexuality, in the meantime, was guarded. Their potential 
for sexual reproduction with White women represented a serious threat to 
the system of slavery, and so any intimate contact between Black men and 
White women was forbidden. In this world Black men were depicted as 
hypersexual animalistic aggressors to be feared and controlled; White 
women were seen as possessing “piety, purity, submissiveness, and domes-
ticity”; and White men painted as stable and desirable breadwinners. The 
intentional devaluation of nonetheless extremely valuable Black bodies 
carried over through Reconstruction and the Jim Crow era, continuing to 
legitimate inequality and make oppression appear natural.8

As we have considered in earlier chapters, in the nineteenth and much 
of the twentieth centuries, intimacy between Black men and White women 
in the United States was considered rape, while intimacy between Black 
women and White men could never be rape. White male entitlement to 
Black women’s bodies was upheld through the “unrapeability” of Black 
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women. For instance, in 1914 the South Carolina legislature pardoned a 
man convicted of the assault and attempted rape of a Black girl, arguing 
that there was “serious doubt as to whether the crime of rape can be com-
mitted upon a negro.” 9

The mammy figure, born out of slavery, is one prominent controlling 
image levied against Black women. As opposed to many schemes in which 
Black women, like Black men, were positioned as hypersexualized, the 
mammy figure portrayed Black women as ignorant, exclusively middle-
aged or old, obese, and maternal yet also desexualized. She had exagger-
ated masculine qualities, such as large hands and a raised brow ridge, and 
she “belonged” to White plantation families. Her loyal servitude and 
hearty laughter portrayed her contentment with slavery. After emancipa-
tion, the mammy image was again leveraged to reassure the superiority of 
White hegemonic femininity, with the underlying assumption that no 
White man would choose an obese, elderly Black woman over a refined, 
youthful White woman.10

Stereotypes of Black masculinity also uphold hegemonic White mascu-
linity after emancipation. Powerful images of the Black man as a rapist 
posing imminent danger to White women were popularized well into  
the Jim Crow period.11 Nowhere was this concept evoked more viscerally 
than in White rationalizations for lynching. The racist brute caricature 
rendered Black men predators even as Black women were represented  
as available to satiate White men’s sexual appetites. These brute figures 
were commonly evoked in antimiscegenation propaganda, which saw  
virtually all forms of sexual relations between Black men and White 
women as rape. The controlling image of the Black brute also occluded 
awareness of the widespread sexual abuse and rape of enslaved Black boys 
and men.12

In the post–civil rights era of new racism, as Collins calls it, more mod-
ern controlling images can appear to contradict one another, but, rather 
than underscore their absurdity, the juxtaposition allows for more con-
trol.13 If depicting Black women as “bitches” or single mothers who are 
hypersexual but undesirable for legitimate relationships is not useful in a 
given situation, White stereotypes can present them as being too “uppity,” 
masculine, and aggressive.14 In recent years, for example, we can point to 
a literal caricature: an editorial illustration by Herald Sun cartoonist Mark 
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Knight, lampooning a contentious moment at the U.S. Open women’s 
final. In the incident world-famous tennis player Serena Williams squared 
off with an umpire over what she saw as an unfair call against her. In the 
cartoon she’s not an elite athlete contesting a call but an exaggeratedly 
large, masculine, apelike woman who, having tossed aside a pacifier, is 
now throwing a tantrum and stomping on her racket. In the background 
the umpire, Carlos Ramos, is depicted asking Williams’s Haitian Japanese 
opponent, Naomi Osaka, misportrayed as a White blond woman, “Can 
you just let her win?” Like so many other racialized images of Black femi-
ninity, this cartoon—consciously or unconsciously—used a clichéd White 
feminine foil to maximize the racialized and gendered depiction of 
Williams and her unseemly athletic passion.

Hypersexualized and violent notions of Blackness are made apparent in 
the differential criminalization and punishment of Black men.15 They 
begin a life of being suspects as early as boyhood vis-à-vis the educational 
system and play overtly hypermasculine and often criminalized roles in 
movie theaters and on TV.16 The racialization continues in the shadows of 
mainstream culture, such as pornography, a venue that functions as a “fes-
tival of social infractions.”17 There Black men are usually found in hetero-
sexual interracial pornography, taking on “gangster” roles of dominance 
over White women and enacting scripts that reveal a fetishization of the 
Black male phallus.18 Black women in pornography also face discrimina-
tion due to controlling images and stereotypes about their hyperaccessi-
bility.19 And while history shows how the propagation of anti-Black con-
trolled images was most enthusiastically taken up by White elites 
throughout U.S. cultural spheres, these images interplay with digital-sex-
ual racism to shape a broad swath of interactions in online dating today.

hypervisible and invisible

The operation of digital-sexual racism in online dating renders Black 
daters as simultaneously hypervisible and invisible. This plays out across 
online dating and represents some of the key ways that anti-Blackness and 
hegemonic Whiteness operate in dating life today. For example, both 
Black men and Black women daters feel that they are contacted on dating 
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sites specifically because they are Black but also ignored by other site users 
entirely because they are Black.

Indeed, our data show in figure 5.2 that Asian, Latino/a, and White 
straight men and gay women are all unwilling to send messages to Black 
women.20 And, as figure 5.3 shows, Asian, Latina, and White straight 
women refuse overtures made by Black men.21 Asian, Latino, and White gay 
men are also unlikely to send messages to Black men. Though both are 
deeply disadvantaged in this marketplace, Black women appear to face 
greater exclusion than Black men.22

Our interviews also illustrate that Black daters’ experiences are distinct 
from those of other minorities. Sandra, for example, was a twenty-six-

Figure 5.2. Non-Black Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging Black versus Same-
Race Women. The bars depict the relative likelihood of sending messages to Black 
women compared with same-race women among Asian, Latino/a, and White daters, 
adjusted for other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence 
intervals. Interacting with a same-race dater is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything 
above 1.0 shows a greater relative probability of messaging a Black dater than a same-
race dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. Note: In separate models 
that examine response patterns of men to the small pool of Black women who initiate 
first contact, the results do not attain statistically significant differences. See online 
table O.1 (at www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458) for full estimates.
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year-old bisexual Black woman who described herself as an aficionado of 
“all things nerdy.” Living in a predominantly White town in the mid-
Atlantic states, Sandra told us she was constantly aware of her racial 
minority status. When it came to using online-dating applications, Sandra 
noted,

Even when there would be folks that I matched with and clearly they must 
have liked me, but even when I’m matched with others I still wouldn’t get a 
response. I’m a dark-skinned Black woman. Is that it? I have natural hair 
and have had natural hair for long before the natural hair movement. Could 
that be it? At the time I wore glasses. So it’s like here, you have this dark-
skinned Black woman, natural hair, super geeky looking.

Figure 5.3. Non-Black Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging Black versus Same-
Race Men. The bars depict the relative likelihood of interacting with Black men 
compared with same-race men among Asian, Latino/a, and White daters, adjusted for 
other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. 
Interacting with a same-race dater is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 
shows a greater relative probability of contacting or responding to a Black dater than 
a same-race dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. Note: In separate 
models that examine response patterns of men to the small pool of Black women who 
initiate first contact, the results do not attain statistically significant differences. See 
online tables O.1 and O.2 (at www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458) for full estimates.
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Like many others, Sandra couldn’t tell if her experience was shaped  
by race. But she also couldn’t help wondering. In a powerful reminder  
of how emotions are attuned to the intersectional inequalities enforced  
in quotidian scenarios, it felt like something was not quite right. Sandra 
had joined the apps to find others who shared her interests in sports, 
social justice issues, and music. But her interactions seldom went  
beyond friendly text conversations. Eventually, Sandra started a serious 
relationship with a woman of color she met online, yet she had few  
fond memories of the process up to that point. Online dating had  
been harmful to her confidence: she entered what seemed like a new, big 
dating world for her but found that her Blackness meant exclusion even 
there.

Black queer and straight men we interviewed reported similar experi-
ences. Though they could not “prove” racial discrimination, they too said 
they had a “gut feeling.” Like Sandra, other Black online daters spend 
every day being exposed to both covert and overt forms of racism. This 
compilation of data renders them sensitive to subtle, quotidian discrimi-
nation others might fail to see.23 One Black queer interviewee contrasted 
her experiences using online dating to two friends, a White colleague and 
a racially ambiguous friend. Her White colleague, she said, often “talked 
about how he would Netflix and chill with a different girl every weekend,” 
while the racially ambiguous friend “dated people that she met on Tinder 
and from day one got a lot of matches and messages.” A Black straight man 
who lived in a White college town told us he had given up on messaging 
non-Black women all together. He would wait to use dating platforms 
until he was visiting his hometown, a larger metropolis where more 
women of color were using the apps.

Black daters have a “double consciousness” that allows them to under-
stand how daters from other racial groups view them.24 As they explain, 
they often feel invisible—a particularly poignant feeling for straight  
Black women, who are “supposed” to wait for men’s contact. Black  
men and women feel walled off by the demonized and hypersexual-
ized images absorbed by non-Black daters. Yet their invisibility coexists 
with a hypervisibility. The categorical thinking and filtering of dating apps 
makes their gendered racial identities seen over all other qualities—as  
if the hypervisibility triggers invisibility. Monica spoke of how users’ 
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snap judgements amplify bias, such that she feels simultaneously objec-
tified and ignored:

Online dating makes me feel like kind of the way that I feel in school, that 
I’m invisible and hypervisible. And I think it really is very much a White 
women’s market, so I feel like all the biases that people have outside in the 
real world, it just comes into effect or comes into play when you’re online 
dating. Like, you’re extra sexual and promiscuous. There’s so many different 
stereotypes about Black women that I feel like come to play in how people 
approach me and I guess other Black women on these platforms. And it 
kind of sucked, especially when you knew all these women, specifically 
White women, talking about, “I have so many messages, and I just can’t do 
all this.” And I’m like, “I got two messages today and one of them asked me 
. . . if I like White chocolate.”

The straight women we interviewed who were not Black would fre-
quently joke or complain about “message overwhelm,” but that wasn’t a 
problem for the Black women in our sample, straight or queer. Black 
women described feeling “ignored” by most daters and “underwhelmed” 
by those inquiries they actually did receive. Amber, who was engaged to a 
White man she met on a dating site, told us that the vicissitudes of online 
dating had affected her self-esteem:

I think a lot of people just overlooked me, like period. I’ve never gotten bom-
barded. Like ever. So, yeah. Yeah, I hear a lot of, like, people have complaints 
about online dating and I’m just like, I’ve never had that, like, happen to 
me. . . . I also hear a lot of White women complain and I just think they get 
more attention more than us, so . . . like okay. . . . That’s not my reality at all. 
And, like, men are always like, “Oh, well, you guys have men eating out of 
the palm of your hands.” I’m like, “Nah man, I’m a Black woman on a dating 
app. That’s not what happens.”

During our conversation Amber jokingly suggested that she was the 
exception that proved the rule: a Black woman who ended up with a White 
man; that is, her frustration stemmed from the process of online dating, 
not her personal happy ending. Janice, a thirty-one-year-old who had 
used dating sites for most of her adult life, related daters’ disinterest in  
her to the gendered anti-Blackness that saturates societal notions of 
desirability:
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Oh, I’m 100 percent positive that online experiences for White women dif-
fer from Black women. I don’t know that I can definitely say in a tangible 
way how. . . . Through anecdotal information I could say I think that White 
people, or White women I should say, are generally contacted by more of a 
diverse group of individuals than Black women. Not to say that I haven’t 
been contacted by them as individuals, but I think that societally speaking, 
the White beauty is “beauty” whether or not I’m perceived as approachable 
or beautiful enough. I feel like that is slanted towards societal standards.

On the flip side Black men were used to reaching out to daters of other 
races but being ignored. If they did strike up a conversation, they were 
regularly “ghosted.” For them it was true that the internet could connect 
otherwise total strangers, but it could also allow Whites to interact with 
Black people out of curiosity rather than genuine interest. Jordan, a twenty-
seven-year-old Black man of Liberian descent, provided an example by way 
of explaining the fact that he primarily sought out other Black daters:

[Online dating] is super segregated. You know what’s funny—when I moved 
to DC and was using the app, I could match with a White girl, and we would 
talk and she’d just disappear. It was always consistent like that. Are they just 
doing it for curiosity? “I just want to talk with a Black guy to see what he’s like.”

Black men such as Jordan saw “curiosity” coming from the hyperracial-
ized and sexualized images of Black men. It represented a desire for a 
well-storied spectacle, but at a distance. This is significant: some believe 
that Black men are advantaged in dating, because of stereotypes of hyper-
masculinity; however, our qualitative data suggests such notions may 
reinforce the mutual objectification and demonization of Black manhood. 
Damian, a twenty-four-year-old gay Black undergraduate, told us that he 
avoided White men because he did not want to be objectified as seemed so 
common in gay porn. Describing his sexual interactions with White men 
while online dating, he said,

Race is always brought into it. Whenever they say they want to flirt you, they 
always mention, for example . . . “I want your Black penis” or something like 
that. They always put Black before anything. Black hands, Black muscles, 
things like that. Black bodies. They always do that. I’m sure within White races, 
when you get in bed with your partner, you don’t say “I want your White . . . ”
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“Put[ting] Black before anything,” in Damian’s words, was how hypervis-
ibility turned into invisibility.

Michael, thirty-four, met his Latina wife through online dating. He 
described how White women were hyperaware of his Black biracial status, 
often openly espousing stereotypes:

Yeah. There’s always this expectation of our prowess in bed. So, there’s that 
expectation of like, he’s kind of thug. I’m like, “I’m kind of a nerd.” Some of 
these expectations, they’re wrong to have. It’s not like any of us see a White 
woman, and we’re like, “Yo, she could do my taxes.”

Black women also find themselves on the receiving end of assumptions 
about oversexualization. Deborah, twenty-six, noted that the messages she 
got from White men almost always foregrounded race:

Like, “Oh, do you like White guys?” Or like people calling me by, like, a food 
name, so chocolate, caramel, all this other stuff. It’s just like, “I’m actually a 
human. I’m not food.” But they always feel like they have to come, they have 
to approach Black women in that way. . . . They don’t treat you like a woman; 
they treat you like a Black woman. And I love being a Black woman, but 
don’t treat me like I’m some alien version of what you’re used to.

Deborah felt less like a woman than a Black woman—something different 
or alien to these men. Given that Black women get very little interest  
from White men, experiences like Deborah’s suggest that even that paltry 
interest may be driven by prurient interests. White men we interviewed 
confirmed the notion that Black women were both highly sexual and 
unsuitable for lasting relationships. One said he had “certainly heard the 
stereotype that Black women are really promiscuous, and they want a lot 
of sex.” Keisha, twenty-nine, described a White man saying as much to her 
directly:

I remember this time with one guy—he was a White guy—he literally said, 
“Oh yeah no, I don’t want to date you for a long time. I just want to have a 
sex goddess. I’m really into White girls,” because he wanted to have sex; 
that’s it. He just kept it simple and rough.

These interactions hearken back to the “Jezebel,” or the controlling image 
of the sexually aggressive Black woman that served as a powerful rationale 
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for the exclusion of Black women from the bounds of “respectable femi-
ninity” during slavery and Jim Crow and, shamefully, into the present.25

Black women subject to this treatment moderate their online-dating 
behaviors. For example, Alicia, a thirty-year-old Jamaican American, said 
she had always been open to dating White men but tended to avoid them 
on dating sites:

 alicia: Certain White guys I talk to online, they’re like, “I never had sex 
with a Black girl. Imagine having sex with you.” I said to them, 
“Is that all you want?” They respond, “I don’t know, maybe.” I’m 
just like, okay, this is uncomfortable. One guy said, “I don’t think 
we’ll date, but I just wanna have sex with you ’cause I never had 
sex with a Black woman.” I felt so uncomfortable, and I was just 
so annoyed. It made me very upset. I was just, like, what the 
heck? That’s why I don’t date a lot of them online, because I get 
a lot of that too.

 interviewer: How did it make you feel when he said that?
 alicia: I just feel like, okay, that’s all you see me as. Just someone to have 

sex with. You don’t see anything else? For you to say, “Oh no, I 
can’t. . . . I won’t [emphasis hers] date a Black woman, but I just 
wanna have sex.” I just felt like I was just gonna be used and 
that’s it. It just made me feel degraded and less than. I just 
didn’t like it. And I think that’s the main reason why I don’t talk 
to a lot of them online too, even though I do like White guys.

The more things change, the more they stay the same. The abolition of 
slavery, the end of Jim Crow, the triumph of Loving over Virginia, the great 
promise of the internet—centuries later, to some White men, Black women 
are treated not as potential partners but as sex objects by daters who use 
online-dating applications where digital-sexual racism pervades.

non-white anti-blackness

White supremacy is a global phenomenon, and the reach of anti-Black 
racism expands beyond the United States. Many minority groups exhibit 
anti-Black racism in their dating choices: their “personal preferences” 
map eerily well onto the racial hierarchy of the United States.26 Indeed, 
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the global stigmatization of Blackness is reflected in how Asians and 
Latinos see distancing themselves from “Blackness” as a way to protect  
themselves in an oppressive racial system. Within the United States it has 
been common for new immigrants, such as the Chinese, Mexicans, and 
the Irish, to work, live, and love alongside African Americans, then limit 
those associations as they pursued assimilation into the U.S. mainstream 
(see chapter 1). Today many Latino/a and Asian daters who experience 
racial discrimination and objectification by White daters nonetheless 
overlook Black online daters.

Some blame the colorism in their immigrant families. Take, for exam-
ple, Carlos, a twenty-eight-year-old gay Latino, whose family, he thought, 
was unlikely to accept him dating a Black man:

I think if I bring someone [home] who is Black, there would be worry . . . 
because my family comes from the country I came from. Just as me, they 
grew up watching the light-skin guy is the good guy, the educated guy, and 
the Black skin [guys] are the ones that they are thieves, the ones that are not 
as good as other races, I guess.

As we saw in chapter 4, White women invoke familial explanations 
when they are avoiding facing their own personal biases. It appears that 
other non-Black daters use the same reasoning when they explain their 
anti-Black preferences. A Chinese international graduate student we 
interviewed, Mai, said first that she “filtered out all the African Americans,” 
and “as long as I have the education box checked it’s very hard to bump 
into them.” And when we asked her whether her family’s expectations ever 
influenced these choices, she affirmed,

I always try to tell them it’s about racism; there’s really nothing bad about 
being Black, and then in one hypothetical scenario I asked them, “So if I’m 
dating Barack Obama, who’s like super-successful and is super-cute, what 
will you say?” Then my dad hesitated for like five seconds, and he said no. I 
said, “Really? That’s Barack Obama. What are you thinking?”

Similar to Carlos’s parents, Mai’s parents adhered to anti-Blackness in 
their attempts to control their daughter’s dating decisions. Her father 
could not even agree that the epitome of U.S. success, a wealthy Harvard 
law graduate and two-term president of the United States, could be both 
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Black and a good match for Mai. So it went among the Asian, White, and 
Latino/a daters we interviewed. Many parents, they told us, had expressed 
disapproval of dating Blacks even if they were otherwise ideal partners. 
That anti-Blackness is taken up by other minority groups serves to further 
isolate Blacks in the dating market.27

Parental disapproval also helps to illustrate how “personal preferences” 
are learned. Jazmín, a second-generation Honduran American, told us 
about her mother’s response to her previous boyfriend, a Black biracial 
man:

She was very upset, she was like, “You have nothing in common with this 
person culturally.” She just wasn’t about it. For me, that was weird. I was 
like, “Well, Mom, but he kind of was born and grew up in New York City in 
the proximity. We’re American—what do you mean that we have nothing in 
common culturally? I think we do.” But she was just hell-bent that it wasn’t 
going to work out. She cried! She even said, “I just can’t stand the thought of 
a Black man touching my daughter.”

The trope of the Black brute, it would appear, is evergreen. To these par-
ents seeing their child dating a Black person represented downward 
mobility and a failure of a racialized American dream. As shunning 
Blackness and privileging Whiteness (see chapter 4) appear to coalesce at 
the polar ends of the U.S. dating hierarchy, romantic gatekeeping becomes 
one way that immigrants and other non-Black communities of color dis-
tinguish themselves from the bottom of the U.S. racial hierarchy.

black daters’  agency and racial vetting

Certainly, Black daters are not merely victims of the racial hierarchies of 
desire. They too pick and choose. Similar to what sociologist Shantel Buggs 
found in a study on multiracial women’s online-dating experiences, our 
interviewees described sophisticated vetting strategies to determine who 
might be an appropriate match. They paid attention to who supported the 
Black Lives Matter movement and who wore a “Make American Great 
Again” hat in their profile photos.28 Black daters told us they took a closer 
look at the profiles that included Afrocentric symbols, such as natural  
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hairstyles and African or West Indian flag icons, as well as references to 
“Black love.” Describing the symbolism on his profile, Jordan, a Black man 
who hopes to match primarily with Black women he meets on apps, said,

I got the Black man dreads going on, you know? I got the Liberian flag. It 
shows I am in tune with my culture. I would say that girls like to see that. 
And I would say my smile. I always got compliments when girls would mes-
sage me and say, “You have a great smile.” Also, the fact that I travel, so I 
always had pictures of me in different countries. So you’re like, “Oh this is an 
interesting person, a world travel person.” People always say like, “Oh, you 
lived in Brazil; you did this and that.” Yeah. I would say those three things: 
my hair, my smile, and my experience traveling.

For many daters like Jordan, dating Black was a way of expressing cultural 
commitment, a shared commonality and history, and pride in one’s  
history and familial background. Unlike non-Black daters, our Black inter-
viewees were well aware that swiping left or right was more than a personal 
preference. To them the choice was both personal and political—a response 
to widespread gendered anti-Black racism and devaluation, a desire for a 
mate who could share an understanding of racial discrimination, and an 
expression of pride in the heterogeneity of Blackness all at once.

Indeed, straight Black men respondents indicated that they were most 
likely to search and message Black women. One explained that his first 
choice was always a Black woman and that he “just swipes or sends mes-
sages ’cause how they look. Black and attractive.” The data that we have 
collected suggest that this approach is very common. In general, hetero-
sexual Black men are most likely to reach out to Black women and least 
likely to reach out to White women (figure 5.4).29 Black women, on the 
other hand, are most likely to respond to overtures sent by White men. 
Yet, unlike other women of color, Black women do not exclude Black men 
and are open to other men of color as well (figure 5.5). Black straight men 
and Black gay women, on the other hand, generally send messages to 
Blacks. Although Black gay men are most likely to send messages to Black 
men, they are relatively more open to sending to non-Blacks than are 
straight Black men and gay Black women (figure 5.6).

The vetting strategies employed by Black daters also go beyond filtering 
through profile content. White daters had to be held up to a particularly 



Figure 5.4. Black Men’s Relative Likelihood of Sending to Non-Black versus Black 
Women. The bars depict the relative likelihood of sending a message to non-Black 
women compared with Black women among Black men, adjusted for other observed 
characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Sending to Black 
women is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative 
probability of sending to a non-Black dater than a Black dater; anything below 1.0 
indicates a lesser probability. See online table O.1 for full estimates.

Figure 5.5. Black Women’s Relative Likelihood of Responding to Non-Black versus 
Black Men. The bars depict the relative likelihood of responding to a message from 
non-Black men compared with Black men among Black women, adjusted for other 
observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. 
Responding to Black men is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a 
greater relative probability of responding to a non-Black dater than a Black dater; 
anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online table O.2 for full 
estimates.
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“high standard,” a sort of inspection to see whether their racial politics 
aligned. One straight Black woman dater explained, “I also think that 
Whites probably won’t respect me in the way I want to be respected.  
So I used very race specific criteria. I judge White dudes differently than  
I judge Black dudes.” And a queer Black dater remarked, “The type  
I have for White folk is different from what I have for Black folk. It’s dif-
ferent from what I have for Asian folk, et cetera, et cetera.” Encounters 
with Whites were scrutinized to get a sense of their cultural competency 
and racial politics. Because our interviews took place in the Trump era, 

Figure 5.6. Gay Black Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging Non-Black versus 
Black Daters. The estimates depict the relative likelihood of sending a message to 
non-Black compared with Black daters among Gay Black daters, adjusted for other 
observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Sending to 
Black daters is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater 
relative probability of sending to a non-Black dater than a Black dater; anything 
below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online table O.1 for full estimates.
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many daters of color underscored that White daters’ support for—even 
indifference toward Trumpism—was a red flag. Nena, a thirty-two-year-
old Black Floridian, made a typical comment:

A couple of months ago I liked this White guy on Bumble. We exchanged 
numbers. We were talking about politics and the government and all that 
stuff. With the president, we were talking about Trump, and he was just like, 
“I think Trump is the best fit.” He just said some stuff to me that was just 
like, I don’t know if that’s the person I want. If they believe in certain stuff 
that Trump believes in, I don’t think that’s something I want. . . . He tells 
me, “I love Black women.” I could tell he’s the type that dates Black women, 
but the stuff that he was agreeing with Trump. He was like, “I don’t like 
when Black people say ‘Black Lives Matter’; all lives matter.” We had a dis-
cussion about it, and I didn’t like it. Then after that I was just like, yeah, that 
don’t make any sense to me. Then I just stepped back.

As Nena found, White daters’ openness to interracial dating does not nec-
essarily translate to the progressive racial beliefs many Black daters hoped 
to find in a partner.

Thus, many Black women interviewees explained that they hope to 
share a racial consciousness with people they meet on dating apps, and 
they are aware that a Black partnership will be culturally affirming and 
reduce conflict around family values, especially when raising children in a 
racialized world. That was a key concern among many of our Black inter-
viewees, who feared that mixed-race children would have to contend with 
judgmental and racially insensitive relatives. Black women respondents 
voiced the importance of maintaining a Black identity for passing both 
racial and cultural heritage to future generations, a sentiment we also 
found among our Latina respondents (chapter 7).

For example, Alicia said she was theoretically open to all races but 
reluctant to actually date non-Black men. Her reluctance, she explained, 
came from the societal lack of understanding of what it means to be Black 
and a Black parent. Describing her conversation with a White man she 
met online, she said,

Well, I had a conversation with him and was just like, but I’m a Black 
woman. If you date me, there’s certain stuff you’re gonna have to know. He 
was like, “I don’t care. I’m gonna be there for you, blah, blah, blah.” I just 
wasn’t convinced. You know? I just feel like when you see a red flag. . . . I 
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said, “What if we had kids together? We’ll have mixed kids, you know. Do 
you realize because you’re White, that doesn’t mean your kids are not gonna 
face what I go through? You know racism does exist. No matter if you have 
mixed kids or not, they may have to endure things I endured that you don’t 
have to endure because of their skin color.”

To Alicia a shared understanding of racial struggle was one way to protect 
any future children, who she’d be bringing up in a country with a long 
legacy of White supremacy.

Besides vigilance many Black daters said they had to learn to cope with 
having the odds stacked against them in dating sites. Straight Black men 
were particularly frustrated with the nonresponses they got, because they 
understood the heteronormative expectation to initiate contact yet were 
so frequently unable to get a message back. Jordan, for example, returned 
to the theme of White women either ignoring his interest or going silent 
in the middle of a conversation: “I would talk to a White girl and nothing 
would come about it, so I stopped. So then I retaliated in that way: ‘Okay, 
then good-bye.’ ”

Having been repeatedly “ghosted” by White women, Jordan wanted to 
take control by rejecting White women altogether. Another Black man, 
Robert, had grown up in a predominantly White suburb in the South, 
where he learned, as a teenager, to look to “other races” for dates: “White 
women weren’t really attracted to [him].” Robert understood that his 
treatment of others was often anticipatory: he generally ignored Whites 
because he didn’t “really expect them to swipe [him] back.” For many of 
the Black respondents in our study, it seemed that the accessibility of dat-
ing apps did not mean a world of unlimited romantic possibility but an 
early—or reinforced—awareness of their racialized undesirability.

Black women also expressed their expectation of rejection; they antici-
pated that other daters would have little interest in them and were occa-
sionally surprised when they did receive messages from non-Black men, 
particularly Whites. Black women’s beliefs that other groups won’t want 
to date them has been documented in other research. For example, legal 
scholar Ralph Richard Banks finds that Black women may simply ignore 
advances by White men, or decide not to show interest in them, due to a 
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prevailing assumption that only Black men like Black women. White men 
may also assume that Black women have no interest in them. According to 
Banks, this assumption of no interest on both sides translates to “pluralis-
tic ignorance”: relationships never form because of the underestimation of 
the others’ interest.30 Janice explained that she was in disbelief when she 
started using OkCupid because “surprisingly a lot of Indian men” con-
tacted her, later adding that “people can assess who they think will be 
attracted to them too. . . . I feel like the Indian men was surprising. The 
couple of Asian guys was also surprising too.”

While “pluralistic ignorance” may lead to moments of surprise, straight 
Black women we interviewed stressed that their openness to dating others 
relied heavily on who sent them messages. This fit neatly with the shared 
understanding of the gendered dynamics of online interactions among 
straight daters. Indeed, our data suggest that Black women are quite will-
ing to date White men, under the condition that those White men express 
their interest first (see figure 5.5). Like Asian and Latina women, they 
respond to White men’s messages more frequently than they do to Black 

Figure 5.7. Proportion Strongly Preferring Someone of Their Own Racial Background. 
The bars depict the proportion of daters answering yes to the question of “Would you 
strongly prefer to date someone of your own skin color/racial background.”
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men’s messages, suggesting that many Black women may also buy into the 
White male cultural ideal.31 Unlike other women of color, however, their 
openness to other men of color follows closely behind. Yet, when it comes 
to women daters, the data clearly shows that White women are the most 
discriminatory (see chapter 4). For example, in response to a survey ques-
tion about whether they prefer someone of their same skin color or racial 
background (figure 5.7), only 27 percent of Black straight women said 
yes, against more than 50 percent of White straight women.

black women and black men’s relationships  
in the twenty-first century

As racist and sexist controlled images pertaining to Black femininity and 
masculinity fuel anti-Blackness and abound in online dating via the oper-
ation of digital-sexual racism, the relatively few contacts Blacks, particu-
larly women, have with non-Black daters often take on a racialized and 
sexualized tone. Inevitably, the gendered expressions of anti-Blackness 
also affect the online relationships that are forged—or not forged—
between Black people.

While there has been an increase in intermarriage in the past two dec-
ades, most marriages take place within racial boundaries. And while it’s 
true that Black people have lower marriage rates than the national average 
and Black men are about twice as likely than Black women to marry 
Whites, interracial marriages remain relatively rare among Blacks and 
Whites overall. According to the Pew Research Center, Asian and Latino/a 
newlyweds are much more likely to intermarry, with nearly 30 percent of 
Asian newlyweds and 27 percent of Latino/a newlyweds married to some-
one of a different race.32 Blacks and Whites, in comparison, outmarry at 
lower rates: just 18 percent of Black newlyweds and 11 percent of White 
newlyweds married someone of another race. When Black people do out-
marry, it is most often to Whites.

Still, given the intense polarization of Blackness and Whiteness in U.S. 
society, there has been a constant fascination of anything that involves 
Black and White interracial mixture, especially when it draws the media’s 
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White gaze.33 Considering the historical taboo of the union between a 
Black man and a White woman (chapter 1), some see the growing number 
of such marriages as representing Black masculine success and power. 
Others may see it as a betrayal of shared struggle.

Today high-profile Black actors, singers, and athletes who date or marry 
White women are considered notable—think LaVar Ball, Shannon Sharpe, 
Kanye West, Hank Baskett, Travis Scott, or Taye Diggs. Black mainstream 
music videos frequently privilege lightness by showcasing mostly light-
skinned women of color (women in videos are generally sexually objec-
tified, but the colorism catches our eye here).34 And though the vast major-
ity of heterosexual Black men today are married to or dating Black women, 
the fact that more Black men outmarry is nevertheless a sore spot in the 
Black community, particularly given its otherwise low marriage rates.35

Black women are frequently depicted as having a particularly negative 
response to Black men dating interracially—these depictions span popu-
lar culture, academic scholarship, and everyday social commentary.36 
Some simplistic portraits leverage the statistics to suggest that Black 
women are embittered or insinuate that they are less desirable to Black 
men than White women.37 Rarely do these sensational reports go deeper 
to unpack the complexity of this issue. Monica, for example, saw many 
structural factors at play in outmarriage:

I think it’s more a byproduct of mass incarceration in that there just aren’t 
as many Black men out there for us. When you see a Black man with some-
body outside their race you feel some type of way. It’s not just that Black men 
don’t deserve love. You just wish they would love somebody within their 
race. I think that’s just a race survivalist kind of a sentiment. Like how are 
we going to outlive this? As far as making sure that Black people have equal 
opportunities and here we are, we’re diluting the race. . . . I definitely know 
I feel that way just because I do love Black love, and I do appreciate Black 
power couples and what that means to the Black community.

Monica referred to race dilution, echoing antimiscegenation political 
rhetoric that has historically utilized the myth of racial purity to enforce 
racial separation. Yet, as a member of a marginalized group, her internali-
zation of that ideology may reflect more general constraints Black women 
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face in finding a mate. Indeed, Monica contextualized her sentiments 
within the structural context, pointing to the ways mass incarceration 
have emptied many communities of young Black men. This situation has 
led to solidarity among some Black women. For example, sociologist Erica 
Chito Childs finds that Black women aren’t truly angry with individual 
Black men and White women who engage in Black-White relationships 
but at what these relationships represent for Black women like them-
selves.38 Our respondents and Childs’s linked their opposition to interra-
cial pairing to their political struggles against systemic constraints on 
Black women’s marriage and dating prospects. These include, but are not 
limited to, gendered and racialized stereotypes assigned to Black feminin-
ity, as well as discriminatory educational, legal, and labor-market institu-
tions that limit Black men’s and women’s opportunities for social mobility 
and constrain their dating prospects.39

Skin color also matters. In the Deep South, skin color has particular 
historical resonance. But colorism is rampant throughout U.S. life. Since 
women are more often judged by their skin color, it is also linked to their 
self-worth, as evidenced by a Latina in our study who was partnered with 
a dark-skinned Black woman.40 “There’s a large internalized oppression 
part,” Cruz told us. “My partner and I talk about it, all the time. My part-
ner is darker than me. She talks about how even in the queer community 
it’s really hard to find other members of the community who are Black 
who will also want a darker-skinned person.” And Keisha, a Black woman 
who described herself as “dark brown,” remarked, “I just feel like people 
feel that lighter-skinned Black women are more attractive.” The signifi-
cance of skin color appears to be amplified in online dating, where all 
physical characteristics take center stage, and it is well documented that 
lighter-skinned African American women have clear advantages in both 
heterosexual dating and marriage markets.41

Black men were more likely than Black women to pinpoint their own 
Blackness as a determining factor in how others perceived them. Black 
women believed that race and skin color were equally salient. As argued 
by sociologists Maxine Thompson and Verna Keith, the difference we 
observe may be due to a gendered construction of skin color, whereby skin 
tone is related to the feeling of self-efficacy for Black men but predicts self-
esteem for Black women. This, of course, traces back to traditional gender 
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norms that expect men to be productive, successful, and independent and 
women to garner adoration and validation from others.42

gendered boundaries,  gendered woes

Black women are also frustrated that they see all men as having internal-
ized gendered anti-Black racism that frames Black women as undesirable. 
Alicia scoffed at some Black men’s online-dating profiles and the way they 
suggested they were interested in anyone but Black women:

I had no preference because I just didn’t think any of the Black dudes that I 
read into on the site was checking for me in any way. And sometimes they 
kind of explicitly said it, like in their preferences, only like White. But then 
sometimes they implicitly stated it because they have pictures of like blond 
White girls. And it’s just like, first of all, you shouldn’t have pictures of other 
girls if you’re on a dating site. And, second of all, they’re all White, so I guess 
I kind of see what your taste is.

Some participants also took issue with how Black men adhered to gen-
dered anti-Black controlling images that devalue Black women by depict-
ing them as “angry” or resentful. Alicia reflected,

Black men, they say, “Okay, I don’t date Black women because they’re bitter” 
and all this stuff. It hurts me as a woman because I’m like, “Are you just say-
ing because someone is White or because they’re Spanish, they’re not like 
that?” For instance, when my ex, when we broke up, he dated a White girl. 
He was like, “You know, they don’t argue. They’re more chill. They don’t talk 
back. You know, they don’t get upset easily.” He would say things like that, 
and I’m just like, what does that mean? I get upset because if you do some-
thing that hurts me, I’m gonna speak up. He was like, “Well, people just 
brush stuff off versus arguing and fussing.” To me it’s not arguing, it’s you 
just saying, “Well, this hurt my feelings.”

Black people, Alicia demonstrated, are not immune to perpetuating racial-
ized and gendered desirability hierarchies that devalue Black womanhood. 
Yet there is another dynamic at play here. During interviews our Black 
women respondents pointed to the gendered policing of intimacy, a form of 
control they believed applied more stringently to women than to men.
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Indeed, for many African Americans, dating and marrying other African 
Americans remains an important political and cultural choice against a 
backdrop of racist and sexist devaluation of Black manhood and woman-
hood. Black feminist scholars have argued, however, that concerns for “pro-
tecting” Black women coalesce around this political imperative to sustain 
Black love, which they connect to Black men’s powerlessness to protect 
Black women from sexual and physical abuse under slavery.43 Moreover, 
while some Black women may want to be protected, “a slippery slope 
emerges between protecting them and controlling them.” A double stand-
ard within Black communities chastises women far more than men when 
they cross the color line.44 Take, for example, the pushback Serena Williams 
received on social media after her engagement to the cofounder of Reddit, 
Alexis Ohanian. One online commentator pointed out that the announce-
ment was met with “the shattering sound of angry keystrokes of Black men” 
as they accused Williams of disloyalty.45 Amber, a Black woman engaged to 
a White man she met online, told us about this double standard:

There are some Black women who they see Black men dating outside of 
their race with no repercussions, and so it’s kind of like, it hurts. . . . If a 
Black woman dates outside of her race, they call her a bed wench; they call 
her a traitor. But these dudes they’re with White women and it’s okay, and 
they’re friends even like dab and all this other stuff. But if you see a Black 
woman with a White man, it’s just like, like you’re ruining our race. Where 
are the next generation of Black children going to come from? Or you’re the 
White man’s whatever, add any pejorative term in there.

The pejorative term bed wench, for instance, calls on the memory of 
enslaved Black women forced into sexual submission to their White mas-
ters. Again we see the gender dynamics starkly operating within racial 
boundaries.

None of these nuances are tangential. As we have shown, our data indi-
cate that the operation of digital-sexual racism redeploys historical and 
contemporary racialized hierarchies in the world of online dating. The 
internet doesn’t remove anyone from social context. It is not a neutral 
space stripped of history, politics, gender, or race. During interviews both 
Black women and men often referred to “real world” issues that made it 
difficult to differentiate the inequality they face online and off.
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educational and gendered racial boundary work

Race clearly matters when searching for a mate, yet some scholars argue 
that gendered norms make socioeconomic characteristics more important 
for men. Historically, men have had more opportunities to achieve higher 
education, obtain professional jobs, and earn high salaries. Women have 
needed to access status via marriage, and so the decision of whom  
to date and marry has been far more economically consequential for 
women than men.46 These processes have been distinct for Black women 
and men, given how the pervasiveness of institutional racism in U.S.  
society results in circumscribed opportunity structures for Black people 
more generally. Still, the gender gap in educational attainment has nar-
rowed and, by some measures, increasingly favors women. This is particu-
larly pronounced among Black women, who outnumber Black men  
completing college degrees.47 And while White women with a college 
degree are more likely to marry than those without, marriage rates have 
been declining for Black women across educational brackets since the 
1960s.

Indeed, some educated Black women in our study said that they were 
quick to ignore inquiries from Black men who did not have college degrees 
or were pursuing risky careers, such as musicians and small business own-
ers. These women wanted racial and educational homogamy, but it 
seemed out of reach. Looking around their offices and other professional 
spaces, they could see plainly that most of their colleagues were White. 
That alone was enough to drive them to online dating. Janice, who hoped 
to date a Black man, put it this way:

I do a full assessment of the profile. I would, say, not answer you if you don’t 
have a college degree. For me that’s a big deal: if you’re in your last semester 
and you indicate that “Oh, I’m graduating in May.” All right, you’re fixing to 
get your degree. Whatever. That to me is a deal breaker. That’s weird and I 
know people are like, “You’re so judgmental.” I’m like, “No, really it’s just a 
standard.”

Janice, a lawyer, had no intentions of altering her standards. And she is 
not alone. Among the many studies that affirm Janice’s desires, sociologist 
Rocio Garcia’s demonstrates that many educated Black women prefer 
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same-race, similarly educated partners and face significant barriers when 
they attempt to carry out those preferences.48

In the same way that Black women prefer same-race partners because 
of shared experiences, the preference for college-educated Black men 
among educated Black women creates a feeling of overwhelm on both 
sides. Some Black men reported that they felt unable to measure up to 
educated Black women’s standards. College-educated Black women in our 
sample, meanwhile, felt dismayed to find so few Black men in the same 
educational bracket and that those they could find were likely to outmarry 
or date non-Black women. Research confirms this frustration: for Black 
men the likelihood of marrying out increases alongside education, but this 
trend is less pronounced for Black women.49

The inclusivity we see among Black women—their relatively high open-
ness to dating men across races—may reflect the fact that they do not have 
the power to be “choosy” when so few daters appear to favor them (see 
figures 5.1 and 5.2). Still, they may face backlash from Black men when 
they attempt to cross the intimate color line. In our interviews we heard 
Black men chastising Black women for claiming to be “tired” of the 
“games” but attributing such behavior to all Black men. Just as some Black 
women saw Black men marrying White women as a rejection of them-
selves, some Black men interpreted Black women’s choice to date non-
Black men as a wholesale rejection of Blackness.

Other Black men respondents claimed that Black women’s relationship 
standards were too high. They thought Black women were searching for 
an unattainable “African King” or “Prince Jamal,” as one dater put it, not  
a regular guy. One recently laid-off Black man, for example, described  
how a Black woman he met online rejected his advances after he disclosed 
his employment status. He argued that women claimed to want honesty, 
but “if you’re totally honest about your situation, and if your situation  
is bad, it won’t work out.” Other straight Black men we interviewed  
called the Black women who rejected them “uppity,” drawing unironically 
on stereotypical notions of Black femininity. Such concerns were  
particularly voiced by Black men who were unemployed or underem-
ployed. They alluded to how hegemonic ideals of family (i.e., male bread-
winners) created significant strains for minority men lagging behind those 
ideals.
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Structural constraints frustrated the intentions of many Black daters in 
our study. These grievances were at times compounded by Black men’s 
misogyny toward Black women, resulting in stereotypical and narrow 
views of Black womanhood. What was generally absent from men’s qualms 
was a consideration of how Black women may be particularly disadvan-
taged and how Black women endure more scrutiny when they do cross the 
intimate color line. Our goal here is not to chastise Black men and women 
for expressing frustrations about each other but to highlight the perva-
siveness of gendered anti-Blackness and the controlling images that  
animate it. Indeed, this “gender dilemma,” as Shirley A. Hill calls it, 
exposes the racist, patriarchal, and economic underpinnings of outmoded 
ideals of courtship.50

As we discussed in this chapter, devaluation of Blackness is often 
accompanied by the privileging of Whiteness in the context of online dat-
ing, where people can effectively apartheidize their dating prospects by 
filtering, rejecting, or ignoring entire groups. However, if anti-Blackness 
is one anchor of desirability hierarchies, and the privileging of Whiteness 
the other, what can be said about daters who self-identify as neither Black 
nor White? It’s time to consider the dating patterns of Asians and Latinos/
as, groups commonly theorized by scholars as occupying a “racial middle 
ground” in U.S. society.51
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Maxine Hong Kingston’s China Men opens with a mythical retelling of an 
epic Chinese tale, following warrior Tang Ao as he wanders into a North 
American Land of Women. He is captured and conditioned to accept 
humiliating servitude. His captors threaten to sew his lips together. His 
feet are painfully broken and bound, his ear lobes punctured, and his face 
plucked and painted. It is a double metaphor, in which Kingston explores 
both Chinese patriarchal traditions and the oppression that early Asian 
immigrants experienced when economic, immigration, and antimiscege-
nation policies pushed them into low-paid, often feminine-coded jobs and 
denied them the right to form a family.

Kingston’s work was part of a major surge in new Asian American femi-
nist work. When it was published, it drew ire from some fellow Asian 
American writers. Critics saw her critique of misogynistic cultural prac-
tices as an act of betrayal to the emergent revisionist movement, which 
was seeking to reclaim Asian masculinity from dominant White cultural 
narratives. A number of artists, most notably, playwright and author 
Frank Chin, sharply rebuked Kingston and other Asian American femi-
nists for cultural inauthenticity and promulgation of a “white racist stere-
otype.”1 Yet this rebuke had itself reified sexist notions of masculinity, 

 6 The Asian Experience
resistance and complicity
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which demeaned Asian women to assert an Asian-specific masculinity.2 
Such debates are common in social movements, as racial and ethnic 
minority groups in the United States know well the contours of double 
consciousness. The burden of group representation often invokes conflict 
and anxiety among minorities over how they are seen among themselves 
and how they wish to be perceived by the White establishment.

These debates are particularly contentious in the Asian and Asian 
American community because Asian women are much more likely to out-
marry than Asian men are. Filipino American artist Joshua Luna created 
a controversial image, titled Reconciliasian, to call attention to the differ-
ing racial pressures that Asian men and women face, often leading to gen-
der strife instead of alliance and resistance.3 His work depicts Asian 
women as participating in White supremacy against Asian men under the 
guise of feminism and Asian men participating in misogyny under the 
guise of racial justice.

Some suggest that Asian Americans have failed to develop an overarch-
ing group identity able to resist racial oppression. Partially, this is due to 
the lack of a shared history—Asian Americans, as a group, include a mul-
titude of different ethnicities and nationalities who migrated to the United 
States during many different periods. The failure to cohere may also stem 
from the fact that Asian Americans, by virtue of their socially bestowed 
proximity to Whiteness, have more to lose in challenging existing power 
structures and underscoring their racial difference. Activists Frank Chin 
and Jeffery Paul Chan, pioneers in the early Asian American civil rights 
movement, have described U.S. racial stereotypes as falling into two mod-
els under White supremacy: under the unacceptable category fell Black 
Americans, Mexican Americans, and Native Americans, while Asian 
Americans fell into the acceptable category. “The unacceptable model is 
unacceptable because he cannot be controlled by whites. The acceptable 
model is acceptable because he is tractable,” they wrote, such that the 
unacceptable races were met with “racist hate” while Asian Americans 
were uniquely met with “racist love.” 4

What does “racist love” under the White gaze mean for Asian Americans 
in dating? While it suggests the assignation of a higher minority status 
over other minorities, the model-minority image manifests very differ-
ently, in romantic terms, for Asian men than for Asian women. For men 
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their relative socioeconomic successes come with an exchange—the eras-
ure of traditional manhood. But for women racist love has meant the mag-
nification of traditional femininity.5 The prescribed endgame for both 
Asian men and women is equally coercive—model minorities, no matter 
how close to Whiteness in a U.S. racial status hierarchy, should not 
threaten the existing social and sexual status quo of White supremacy.

from yellow peril to model minority  
to desired and exotic

Asian men have not always been branded model minorities in the United 
States. For instance, like Black men, Chinese men were routinely depicted 
as predatory threats to White women. Yet they were racialized under dif-
ferent historical contexts: the framing of Black men as sexual threats 
emerged most forcefully upon emancipation, but for Chinese men it was 
most vehement with their mass labor immigration in the nineteenth cen-
tury. These men, recruited by U.S. businesses to expand the railroad and 
mining industries, were shocked to be received as invaders taking jobs 
from Whites. The path to Asian demasculinization began with economics 
but soon circumscribed their political and even their sexual freedom. State 
by state Asian men were pushed into low-paid “women’s work,” such as 
cooking, cleaning, and laundry—jobs that White men avoided.6 They were 
systematically denied citizenship and, with it, the right to vote and own 
property—both basic tenets of U.S. manhood at that time.

Asian sexual and reproductive rights were also suppressed through leg-
islation in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. A patchwork of 
antimiscegenation laws emerged to target, in turn, Chinese, Japanese, 
Korean, “Mongolian,” “Malays,” “Hindus,” Asiatic Indian, and Filipinos. 
Such laws served a double function, both codifying immigrants into dis-
tinct racial groups and reinforcing their “otherness.” The Page Act of 1875, 
which banned the migration of Chinese women to the United States, 
along with the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act and the federal legal designa-
tion of all Asian as “aliens ineligible for citizenship” in the Johnson-Reed 
Act of 1924, functioned as a tripartite policy stripping Asians of their 
economic, political, and sexual rights.7 David Eng calls this a form of racial 
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castration, by which men once viewed as overtly virile and threatening 
were subjugated and emasculated as a matter of policy.8 Yet the Page Act 
also targeted and racialized Asian women. Far from later twentieth cen-
tury stereotypes that would have them as passive as “lotus flowers,” Asian 
women were also viewed as threats in this period, often depicted as treach-
erous and unassimilable prostitutes undermining both public health and, 
symbolically, U.S. morality.

The emasculation of the East as weak and feminine was pushed along 
by the twentieth-century U.S. military occupations in Asia.9 As explained 
earlier in chapter 1, this cultural imagination materialized in the relations 
between U.S. soldiers and Asian women during wartime, as the former 
came to see the latter as needing rescue and protection. Rather than unas-
similable, Asian women were repainted as alluringly exotic and, impor-
tantly, sexually accessible. These controlling images of Asian women were 
shaped, in part, by U.S. military occupation after 1945 that encouraged 
soldiers to frequent Asian sex workers and to intermarry with local 
women.10 The resulting association between Asian women and sex work 
manifested in popular stateside characters like Suzie Wong and Miss 
Saigon.11 Because Asian women were seen to serve the needs of White 
American men, the cultural image of Asian sexuality was transformed in 
this period from threatening to possessable. Postwar policies permitting 
the migration and citizenship of servicemen’s Asian wives created an 
exception to the “yellow-peril” exclusion laws of earlier periods.

Indeed, the “Orient” has a longer history as a site of Western male power 
fantasy. The relationship between Asian countries and the United States 
cannot be separated from racialization, colonialism, and U.S. militarization. 
In this context popular U.S. representations of Asian women have vacillated 
between that of the dragon lady prostitute and that of the chaste, submissive 
victim in need of redemption by White saviors. Which stereotype depended 
on whether the Asian country in question had been militarily subdued or 
not. “Japanese War Bride” films that depicted White military men returning 
home with Japanese wives both reflected the growing numbers of interracial 
couples during World War II and gendered constructions of “pacified” Asian 
women as subservient to their White American husbands. Other such con-
trolling images of servile Asian women are the popular twentieth-century 
fixtures of “lotus flowers,” “geisha girls,” and “china dolls.”12
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As Asian migration reopened in the mid-1960s, these images were still 
fresh and provided a backdrop for the rise of the model-minority stereo-
type. Lisa Lowe summarizes this process: “The material legacy of the 
repressed history of U.S. imperialism in Asia” was “borne out in the ‘return’ 
of Asian immigrants to the imperial center.”13 With the Hart Cellar 
Immigration Act of 1965, hyperselective requirements were imposed on 
Asian immigrants, and these would remarkably alter the demographic 
composition of this community.14 Whereas past Chinese migration flows 
consisted of working-class men concentrated in ethnic enclaves, these 
shifts brought Asian immigrants who were more educated than the aver-
age U.S. citizen, bringing them into closer proximity to Whites both geo-
graphically and socioeconomically.15 Today Asian Americans experience 
less segregation than Latinos and African Americans and are far more 
likely to come into contact with Whites than other minority groups. While 
90 percent of Whites and just over 40 percent of Black and Latino/a 
Americans live in neighborhoods where their own ethnic group is the 
majority, only 11 percent of Asians do.16

Some critique the Asian model-minority stereotype for its patronizing 
definition of a group that, through hard work, stoicism, and perseverance, 
has risen above other groups to attain socioeconomic success and a “better 
life.” Indeed, the stereotype is a gross generalization of a heterogeneous  
population, and the term itself exists in opposition to what are presumably 
nonmodel minorities. Implied in the term model is good behavior, such as 
political and social compliance to the White status quo in contrast to other 
minority groups. Yet the accompanying term minority suggests a permanent 
distinction from White.17 Thus, the yellow-peril narrative may be dormant, 
but it is never absent.18 Asian Americans form an alleged racial bourgeoisie 
between Whites and other minorities—a buffer zone of people who are not 
quite White but not entirely minorities in the pejorative sense.

Asian educational achievement is accompanied by racial tensions too. 
Recently, scholars have found many White families moving to particular 
school districts to avoid placing their children in “competition” with Asian 
students in certain California districts.19 Others note that elite colleges set 
implicit quotas for Asians by reserving admissions spots for White legacy 
students. These developments indicate that admiration quickly tips to 
threat when the model minority shows signs of becoming a model major-
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ity in any domain.20 Such instances underline the reality that Asian 
Americans are not seen by many as fully American but rather as “forever 
foreigners.”21 And, as the United States becomes increasingly dependent 
on China for imported goods and to hold its debt, threat narratives dis-
guised as patriotism have again become common.22

When Vincent Chin was beaten to death by White Detroit autoworkers 
in 1982, the racial precariousness experienced by so many Asian 
Americans was brought to the fore. Chin, a Chinese American celebrating 
his bachelor party, was misidentified as Japanese and made to pay the 
price for the success of the Japanese auto industry. Despite similar inci-
dents, the average U.S. American views Asian Americans as the least dis-
criminated-against group, at about the same level as Jewish Americans.23 
Indeed, there are a number of similarities between these groups. Both 
have been vilified and praised for their economic and scholarly successes. 
In the first half of the twentieth century, in fact, the Ivy Leagues’ legacy 
policies were created to ensure that White Protestant students would con-
tinue to have seats as they competed for incoming class slots against 
highly qualified Jewish applicants.24 And, like Asian Americans, Jewish 
Americans are experiencing an enormous rise in hate crime victimization 
in the contemporary United States and elsewhere around the world.

Indeed, yellow-peril discourse continued to rear its ugly head alongside 
the emergence of the global COVID-19 pandemic. Despite the World 
Health Organization’s guidelines that reject new infectious diseases from 
being labeled based on geographic location, President Trump’s relentless 
references to the “Chinese virus” intersected with long-standing, perni-
cious stereotypes about Asian people, ushering in detrimental conse-
quences.25 In the United States and abroad, the pandemic unveiled the 
stark reality that “yellow peril” is not a matter of the past, with Asian and 
Asian Americans facing frequent coronavirus-related acts of racial vio-
lence and harassment.26

asian masculinity eclipsed

It is perhaps because Asian Americans are so often depicted as successful 
that many people we interviewed seemed comfortable reciting negative 
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Asian stereotypes, particularly about Asian men. Typical stereotypes that 
we heard White women, and some women of color, use about Asian men 
were “quiet,” “nerdy,” and “smart.” A twenty-one-year-old straight White-
Latina woman from California, went into more detail, describing the ster-
eotype of Asian men as “high-achieving” but dorky. In her words, he 
“wears glasses, [has] kind of patchy facial hair, overweight. Maybe more 
of first-generation, who has an accent when speaking English.”

As we see here, the model-minority stereotype can easily be flipped 
such that a reputation for scholarly achievement, for instance, under-
mines any possibility of social desirability. John, a thirty-year-old South 
Asian engineer, was well aware of such stereotypes and felt ambivalent 
about his online-dating prospects. He remarked, “When do you have the 
hots for someone who is Asian or someone who’s Indian? You don’t hear 
that often. You just hear of them being tech geeks or doctors.” Ironically, 
doctors and other high-status professionals are traditionally considered 
desirable spouses, but John associates such occupations with his own eth-
nic group and thus identifies them as undesirable. Still, at least one 
woman we interviewed embraced the relationship appeal of certain 
aspects of the model-minority stereotype. Beth, White and twenty-seven, 
told us she was specifically attracted to Asian men:

Asian guys tend to be very smart and well educated, and have really good 
jobs. A lot of them are doctors, engineers. I look for guys who are ambitious 
. . . and they also tend to be more interesting and have more hobbies and 
things going on in their lives or at least they’re like more open about talking 
about it, whereas some of the White guys, that I see on these apps, are just 
like, I don’t know. They just seem like typical party bros.

The most pervasive of the stereotypes we heard from White women 
about Asian men was that they had heard (though not experienced) that 
Asian men had small genitals. Despite the fact that there is no statistical 
correlation between penis size and race or height, it is a widely repeated 
trope.27 In one convenience sample, almost 70 percent of Asian Americans 
reported being aware of the stereotype that Asian men have small penises, 
and 46 percent had heard someone else say that they wouldn’t date Asian 
men.28 Even star athlete Jeremy Lin has been targeted with this stereo-
type, in a particularly infamous tweet penned by a competitor.29 The 
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ubiquity of this belief, even when it is repeated in jest, is nothing more 
than evidence of racial ideology at work.

J. T. Tran, who runs a dating-advice service marketed toward Asian 
men, told us that he believed, based on his own dating experiences and 
those of the men he consults, that many such stereotypes about Asian men 
are driven by other men. In turn, Asian American men internalize these 
messages, becoming less confident about approaching women. During 
our interview J. T. commented,

Almost 90 percent of the time that comes from White men in my experi-
ence. It’s always White men that bring up my penis to me, right? . . . So there 
is that shame and then you throw in the additional sort of face-saving, 
shame-based culture of East Asian culture, and so it’s definitely amplified. 
There is a deep, deep shame when it comes to . . . relationships and sex.

This is not limited to heterosexual dating. Sky, a twenty-four-year-old 
White dater, said they had dated men of different races and believed that 
Asian men were unfairly desexualized and undervalued in queer online 
apps and websites. Sky said,

I mean there’s a larger discourse of “no fats, no femmes, no Asians.” That’s, like, 
first of all, the fact that you would even be able to call it up as a slogan means 
it’s prevalent enough that it was turned into a slogan. I would say that of queer 
sex icons very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very few of them are Asian.

Trevor, a similarly sympathetic Black gay dater remarked, “[Asian men 
are] either expected to be submissive, or they’re actually completely invis-
ible. [Other races] don’t notice Asians; they don’t look for Asians.” Levi, a 
White bisexual dater, also commented on the invisibility of Asian men on 
gay dating sites:

They are just seen as not desirable at all and totally erased. Even within their 
own community, Asian men are seen as asexual or not desirable, or just 
totally demasculinized. I’ve heard from so many people like, “oh I will never 
date an Asian man.” It’s like, why? You can’t say that an entire group of peo-
ple is not desirable to you.30

Mathew, a queer twenty-eight-year-old Chinese-White multiracial 
American who grew up in a conservative, mostly White city in the 
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Midwest, was on the other end of this invisibility. Even when daters inter-
acted with him on the dating sites, he got messages like “I thought I’d give 
you a shot, but I’m just not attracted to Asian guys.” Mathew said,

I found that very hurtful, because it’s just something about myself that I’m 
definitely never going to change. It’s not like if they told me I was too fat, 
then I might lose weight. So it kind of made me feel hopeless, like, yeah, 
that’s definitely what most people want, and they’re just too nice to say it.

These are examples of sexual racism that, in digital form, manifests itself 
so directly as to be undeniable.

At the same time, online dating has provided greater opportunities for 
gender-transgressive behaviors. Queer daters often described to us how 
the internet helped them explore their sexual desires and many identified 
online dating as a catalyst for how they came to terms with their own queer 
identity as young adults. Yet dating online can also be a regressive experi-
ence for Asian daters. Some got unexpected inquiries, like the straight 
Asian man surprised to get interest from gay women on dating apps or the 
gay Asian man who went out on a date with an “extremely masculine,” 
straight White man who was “interested in Asian men, because he thought 
we seemed feminine.” Not a single non-Asian man in our sample related a 
similar experience, highlighting the ways that a specifically gendered 
racialization conflated Asian men’s race with femininity.

In online dating an internal pecking order becomes visible among 
Asian daters. Some Asians we interviewed discussed how colorism and 
nationalism were a constant presence. For example, a Southeast Asian 
man whose siblings had lighter skin than his own, would sometimes hear 
from his aunties and uncles: “Oh, you’re so dark! You’re never gonna get 
married like that.” At one point his aunt recommended a skin-whitening 
soap. He asked us, rhetorically, “That really ruined my self-esteem, didn’t 
it? At a certain point, I definitely wanted to be a lighter-skinned Asian 
guy.” This worsened upon his foray into online dating. He noticed that his 
lighter-skin East Asian friends seemed to have better experiences when 
using dating apps:

I’ve talked with my friend who’s Korean about this before. He’s like, “Yeah. 
I’ll be real with you, dude. . . . Let’s be real. I’m a light-skinned Korean guy. 
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I’m more of the standard Asian person, and if a person is going to date out-
side their race or ethnicity, they may feel more comfortable going for what 
they know.”

Notably, the friend’s comment revealed the tendency to mistake Asians as 
necessarily East Asian and to reinforce White cultural beauty standards 
by privileging lighter-skin tones, even within Asian (and other non-White) 
communities.31 To this man the apps reified anew Asian skin-tone strati-
fication via colorism.

Linh, a queer Chinese and Vietnamese American, had empathy for her 
brother and cousins trying to date:

It’s just really difficult, because they’re already trying to figure out their 
identity in terms of Western masculinity, but that is a typical standard that 
a lot of women use. How do you negotiate that if you are a really skinny 
Asian man who likes computer science? It doesn’t really matter how much 
money you make if no one sees that you’re a person who is capable of being 
in a relationship romantically and sexually.

At the same time, she saw how the quantification aspect of online dating 
elicited digital racisms of their own. Recalling how her cousin told her he 
wasn’t attracted to South Asian women and sees them as non-Asian, she 
said with a smirk, “It’s also, like, Asian men need to critique that in them-
selves. Double-edged sword, racism is hard.”

This pecking order, in which some Asians routinely express preference 
for others based on how closely they appear to standards of Whiteness, is 
frequently expressed by Asian Americans. For example, Sanjay discussed 
the feeling that East Asians, in particular, were not interested in Indian 
American men like him. He saw it over and over as he navigated dating 
apps:

I have felt very much that Asian women are not interested in South Asian 
men. . . . I’m pretty open to dating an East Asian woman, and I don’t 
know. . . . I’ve been on 1 date I think in four years with an East Asian woman 
out of, like, 150 dates I’ve been on.

Sanjay’s suspicion was shared. Some East Asian men also believed that 
East Asian women avoid them in favor of White men. In popular culture 
this phenomenon is salient enough to have a shorthand—WMAF, referring 
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to “White male–Asian female” pairings. Meanwhile, on Reddit, embittered 
discussions among charged Asian men are met by Asian feminist condem-
nations of what they see as unfair judgement and misogyny.32

Just as it seems more socially acceptable for people to voice negative 
sentiment about Asians because of their model-minority status, Asians 
often bring up stereotypes about themselves. Esther Ku, a comedian, is 
one exemplar, frequently disparaging Asian men in ways that are often 
echoed by other Asian women.33 The movie Crazy Rich Asians, publicly 
lauded for its careful avoidance of Asian male caricatures, was famously 
altered from the best-selling book, in which the main character declared 
she did not date Asian men.34 J. T., the dating service owner we men-
tioned earlier, described this as a near universal experience and that Asian 
women were often “telling me she and her girlfriends never talk to Asian 
guys. They don’t want to ever date Asian guys, right? And there have been 
times when Asian women were trying to warn off their White girlfriends 
from me because I was Asian.”

Tim, an adventurous and athletic DC-area twenty-three-year-old  
second-generation Taiwanese American, was outgoing—the kind of guy 
who likes to dance and enjoys chatting up Uber drivers. Online dating, he 
told us, had made him “quite familiar with the totem pole,” explaining, 
“where White males and Asian females are at the top and Asian males and 
Black women are at the bottom.” Tim, who is heterosexual, described 
receiving only a couple of matches a week. By contrast, Asian women in 
our sample described receiving lots of messages. But how does this play 
out in statistics? Is there a totem pole like the one Tim alleges? It turns out 
Tim is about half right.

Figure 6.1 indicates that, in fact, a number of non-Asian women are 
quite responsive to Asian men. Black and Latina women are just as likely 
to respond to Asian men as to the same-race men who contact them. White 
women and gay men, as well as gay Latinos, however, prefer their own 
groups to Asians.35 The idea that Asian men are the most penalized group 
of all men on the dating market is widely cited, yet it is not supported by 
our data.36 Unlike Black men, who are ignored by all groups except Black 
daters, Asian men are primarily ignored by White women and gay men. 
And, as we see in chapter 4, White women do not specifically avoid Asian 
men any more than they avoid Black or Latino men. In the end, not being 
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in last place is hardly reason to celebrate, but it is a point that is often 
missed among Asian men looking for romance online. These results sug-
gest that it’s an exaggeration to say Asian men are at the bottom, though 
they do support J. T.’s frustration about Asian women passing over Asian 
men for White men. Our data, in Figure 6.2, also show that Asian women 
and gay men are most responsive to White men, with Asian men as their 
second choice. They are more likely to interact with Asian men over 
Latinos and Blacks, but they are most interested in White men.37

Some argue, provocatively, that such a preference for White men by 
Asian straight women and Asian gay men represents a form of internal-
ized racism. Studies of people’s dating profiles indicate that Asian women 
are more likely than other women to exclude their own race in the list of 
preferred racial backgrounds.38 In a similar study gay Asian men express 

Figure 6.1. Non-Asian Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging Asian versus Same-
Race Men. The bars depict the relative likelihood of interacting with Asian men 
compared with same-race men among Black, Latino/a, and White daters, adjusted for 
other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. 
Interacting with a same-race dater is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 
shows a greater relative probability of contacting or responding to an Asian dater 
than a same-race dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online 
tables O.1 and O.2 (at  www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458) for full estimates.
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the highest disinterest in Asian men—being more likely than White gay 
men to prefer dating only White partners.39

It is difficult to separate such preferences from White masculine 
hegemony and racial hierarchies.40 We see similar internalization among 
other minorities, but Asian Americans appear more complicit in subscrib-
ing to the value of Whiteness in online dating.41 This may be due to a 
relative lack of race consciousness around marriage and dating. Unlike 
members of Black communities that emphasize the revolutionary act of 
“Black Love,” Asian Americans have a less unified history through which 
they can construct a collective identity. Indeed, the fact is Asian American 
women outmarry more than any other group in the United States, despite 
the fact that Asian men most often have the socioeconomic characteristics 
associated with gendered courtship ideals.42

Figure 6.2. Asian Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging Non-Asian versus Asian 
Men. The bars depict the relative likelihood of interacting with non-Asian men 
compared with Asian men among Asian daters, adjusted for other observed 
characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Interacting with an 
Asian dater is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative 
probability of contacting or responding to a non-Asian dater than an Asian dater; 
anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online tables O.1 and O.2 (at  
www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458) for full estimates.
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Why would racial identity eclipse a man’s high socioeconomic position-
ing? This dynamic is likely a manifestation of the way that race is con-
structed through gender in the United States. While Black Americans must 
contend with the overmasculinization of Black men and women, Asian 
Americans contend with just the opposite. In a heterosexual marketplace 
that still falls under the White gaze and traditional gender norms, Asian 
women are at a greater advantage than Asian men to pair with Whites.

An alternative explanation of the WMAF phenomenon is that Asian 
women seek White men as way to resist Asian patriarchy.43 Such a notion 
was brusquely expressed by comedian Esther Ku, who tweeted, “White 
men shouldn’t have to be made to feel bad about their attraction to AF’s 
[Asian females]. They make nicer partners than wife beating Asian 
men.” 44 Kumiko Nemoto calls this romanticization of White men by some 
Asian women “egalitarian knighthood.” 45 Some scholars see such resist-
ance as flawed, not just because White men are complicit in gender 
oppression but because women’s critique of Asian men often reproduces 
Westernized anti-Asian racism. While Asian men should not be absolved 
of cultural misogyny, neither should the specific racial marginalization of 
Asian men in these critiques go unaddressed. For instance, Asian men 
may deploy patriarchy as a way to compensate for emasculated masculin-
ity in the United States. Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo notes in her work on 
machismo that masculinity performances of racially subordinated men 
should not be confused with those of men acting from structurally consti-
tuted sites of power.46 Wesley Yang elegantly captures this contradiction 
in The Souls of Yellow Folk, in his discussion of the liminal space occupied 
by Asian men in discussions of gender and race. As an “honorary white” 
man, the Asian man’s claim to being a person of color is “taken seriously 
by no one,” while at the same time he benefits in no meaningful way from 
the advantages of White masculinity. He writes,

In an age characterized by the politics of resentment, the Asian man knows 
something of the resentment of the embattled white man, besieged on all 
sides by grievances and demands for reparation, and something of the 
resentments of the rising social justice warrior, who feels with every fiber of 
their being that all that stands in the way of the attainment of their thwarted 
ambitions is nothing so much as a white man. Tasting of the frustrations of 
both, he is denied the entitlements of either.47
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The argument against dating Asian men because of Asian patriarchy 
also obscures the plurality of Asian cultural traditions and generational 
change. Indeed, White women’s exclusion of Asian men reproduces racial-
ization by assuming homogeneity. In our interviews Asian American men 
discussed how their marginalization, which they have found amplified 
online, had made them more aware of and empathetic to Asian women’s 
specific oppressions. Both men and women also mentioned that the global 
ascendance of Asian economies and the globalization of the musical genre 
K-pop is a cultural phenomenon that diversifies the way U.S. Americans 
view Asian masculinity. Another study of White, Asian American, and 
Asian immigrant college students split Asian men into two gender typolo-
gies: those with more flexible views who tended to view masculinity and 
femininity as less rigid categories than did White counterparts, and those 
with more rigid gender views than White men.48 Of all men, these schol-
ars reported, Asian Americans were most willing to say they would take 
on domestic household roles.

J. T. shared that Asian men were more polite and respectful toward 
women and less inclined to “play the field” than other men, making them 
“safer” in terms of the threat of sexual assault and rape. “I’ve actually 
argued that it’s more dangerous for Asian women to be in White space  
if you look at the sexual assault crime rates.” 49 Yet, he lamented, these 
characteristics are more often a penalty than a prize. Women, he believed, 
saw Asian men’s “politeness” and “niceness” as evidence that they were less 
masculine. Nevertheless, it contrasts notably with the stereotype that 
Asian men are abusive misogynists.

racialized and gendered asian femininity online

The gendered racialization of Asian women operates in reverse, such that 
they are fetishized.50 Many of our interviewees discussed how normalized 
they had found this dynamic to have become in the massive dating market 
of the internet. People frequently cited hearsay as they identified specific 
types of White men as most likely to fetishize. Asian women daters derided 
the men online who fetishized them as “creepy” “geeky White guys who 
are into anime” and gender-conservative older men. Linh said she could 
spot them from a mile away:
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Their profile will always be like, “I’m into anime; I’m into manga; I’m  
into Japanese culture.” Yeah, I’m rolling my eyes, too, in the back of my 
head. . . . There was this one White man who had a picture of him and the 
Great Wall . . . in like a bamboo hat.

In some ways the WMAF cultural trope was reproduced by our respond-
ents in forms that echo other interracial tropes, like the stereotype that 
Black men prefer to partner with overweight, unattractive White women.

Of course, the Asian woman and “nerdy” White man trope may also 
reproduce stereotypes about Asian women’s sexuality. Yet Asian women’s 
criticism of this trope also represents their resistance to the fetishization of 
Asian femininity and to the framing of White masculinity as necessarily 
attractive. Indeed, each Asian woman we interviewed spoke about dating 
experiences in which they had felt sexually degraded because of their racial 
identity. Rae shared, “I think one of the times that I felt the most disgusted 
on the app was . . . [when] one of the guys started a conversation with me 
and literally just said, ‘I’ve never fucked an Asian before.’ And I was like . . . 
What!?” Others attested to feeling “pornified” and upset by expectations 
that they be “docile, submissive, good in the bedroom.” It wasn’t only White 
men who held such views, however; one woman worried that non-White 
men she met online were also looking only to “fulfill this fucked-up fantasy 
of having a submissive Asian woman.” She shared a powerful anecdote about 
an Afro-Latino man whose keen interest in her Asianness made her uncom-
fortable. She decided to stop seeing him after one sexual encounter:

He was a really big dude, six three. His bicep was the size of my head. He was 
trying to make me submit. He was trying to do like a dom-sub type of rela-
tionship, and I didn’t give him any consent to that. He would keep talking 
about how small my vagina was . . . too often.

It is clear that racial imagery, once constructed, is not constrained by 
group boundaries. Many people, including marginalized minorities, per-
petuate societal narratives of racialized desire. These narratives are some-
times so animated in the online context that many daters saw it as the 
dominant interaction.

Feeling regularly stereotyped, most Asian women we interviewed 
described a gnawing feeling of uncertainty. Repeatedly, they told us they 
were not sure whether the men they met online were interested because of 
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who they were or simply that they were Asian. Rae said, “It always feels 
like it’s just like a sexual ‘I want to experience an Asian woman,’ rather 
than you’re a person who is also Asian. . . . It’s like, is that the only reason 
why you swiped on me?” Another mentioned a White dater who was dis-
appointed when they met in person because she lacked an Asian accent. 
Asians already face accent discrimination socially and professionally, and 
now her date expected her to fit an exotic image of Asian womanhood in 
which a foreign accent and broken English were desired.51

To cope with fetishization, many Asian women develop a sophisticated 
vetting strategy. Wen, for instance, called her “in real life” meetings with 
White men underwhelming, a feeling she attributes to their lack of inter-
est in her cultural background. In reference to a recent date, she stated, “I 
don’t think he had any particular curiosity in probing more about some-
thing that he doesn’t know. He’s happy to jump in to comment on some-
thing that both of us are interested in, but whenever I mentioned some-
thing about Chinese, he didn’t want to probe more.”

Asian women also looked for negative indicators—specific images, 
words, and props that could signal White conservatism, which they tied to 
racial intolerance. Like many other daters of color we interviewed, Asian 
daters told us that symbols such as posing with dead animals and guns 
were deal breakers after Trump. Fairly or not, they saw it as representing 
that the person was okay with overt racism and sexism. Stacy, a queer 
multiracial Asian dater put it this way:

Well, at this point, I’m much more politically picky than I would have been 
before. Like, I mean, before the whole Trump era, I was more open to, you 
know, some people believe this, some people believe that. But now I would 
never date someone who, you know, considers themselves a Republican, 
under the current climate. . . . Well, I just think they have to be a very irra-
tional person or a very bigoted person to justify voting for Republicans at 
this point.

And Ana told us about a Get Out moment, when she discovered that her 
White ex-boyfriend, whom she had met online, might have a particular 
interest in Asian women:

I would just say it really does worry me because I can’t tell if someone is 
contacting me just because they have this weird Asian fetish. . . . And I 
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didn’t really realize it until we were [together], because I asked him the 
question . . . and I said, “Oh, you have dated a lot of Asian women then?” 
And he’s like, “Oh, no, not that many. Probably only 40 percent.” Which is 
kind of a lot! And so I was looking at all of his photos of his past exes, and 
every single one had the same exact body type as me. Very, very similar to 
me. . . . We were all Asian. . . . So, it really pissed me off because I felt like, 
no, he doesn’t like me because he thinks I’m so great. He likes me because I 
fit his Asian smart mold.

In the article “Why Yellow Fever Isn’t Flattering,” scholar Robin Zheng 
documents similar anxieties among Asian women respondents.52 Racial 
fetishization, she concludes, sexually objectifies and depersonalizes, plac-
ing a negative psychological burden on Asian women who must navigate 
doubt and uncertainty. But, as Ana alludes to in her story, some men’s 
interest in Asian women extends beyond the sexual to model-minority 
stereotypes. For example, Paul, a thirty-year-old White-Latino from the 
Northeast, who told us he had “never been particularly attracted to Asian 
women based on physical appearance,” nonetheless indicated that many of 
his White friends see Asian women as a “really safe choice.” He explained,

“Safe,” as in they are less likely to cheat on you. They are going to be someone 
you can bring home to the parents, and the parents will be satisfied. They 
are safe in that . . . likely to be well educated or responsible, those kinds of 
things. And I think that’s, at least within my friend group, the stereotypes, 
and those are stereotypes that I would hold myself, if I’m being perfectly 
honest.

Scholars have theorized that the cultural fetishization of Asian women 
may lead to a “mutual attraction,” which drives the disproportionate 
number of White man–Asian woman intermarriages.53 Some White men’s 
exoticization of Asian women then is of a piece with some Asian women’s 
cultural valorization of hegemonic White masculinity. This, of course, fits 
with the scholarly view that Asian women leverage cultural stereotypes to 
gain closer proximity to Whiteness. But Nemoto emphasizes that “what 
has led these women to engage in feminine subjugation is not their  
subservient nature in a stereotypical sense, but rather the culturally 
embedded imaginary discourses that promise their upward mobility and 
realization of self.” 54
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Upward mobility and a sense of belonging are powerful motivators, 
and in a White supremacist society, a desire for proximity to Whiteness 
could very well be a driver for WMAF couples. Asian women are more 
likely to respond to White men than to Asian men (see figure 6.2). Yet 
when we run similar models predicting men’s behavior, White men do not 
appear to be more interested in Asian than White women.

In figure 6.3 we compare the messaging patterns of heterosexual non-
Asian men and lesbians to Asian women. It shows that White, Black, and 
Latino men are all less likely to send messages to Asian women than to 
women of their own racial group. Lesbians are even less likely to send 
messages to Asians.55 So the data does not support cultural narratives 
around an active seeking out of Asian women by non-Asians. More preva-
lent is Asian women’s interest in White men—an interest shared by Black 

Figure 6.3. Non-Asian Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging Asian versus Same-
Race Women. The bars depict the relative likelihood of sending messages to Asian 
women compared with same-race women among Black, Latino/a, and White daters, 
adjusted for other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence 
intervals. Interacting with a same-race dater is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything 
above 1.0 shows a greater relative probability of contacting or responding to an Asian 
dater than a same-race dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See 
online table O.1 (at www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458) for full estimates.
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and Latina women. Together these results reflect the power of hegemonic 
White masculinity and that Asian women are not necessarily passive in 
WMAF pairings.

Commenting on Asian women’s White preference, Jeremy Lin, the 
famous basketball player, flipped the term yellow fever when he was asked 
about dating in a press conference: “You don’t see a lot of non-Asian girls 
going for Asian guys. . . . Like when they say ‘yellow fever’ growing up, it 
wasn’t like all these White girls are going for Asian guys. It was the Asian 
girls going for White guys.” 56 Indeed, one analysis of dating profiles reports 
that 11 percent of Asian women exclude White men from their dating 
searches, while 53 percent of White men exclude Asian women (55 percent 
of Latino men and 71 percent of Black men exclude Asian women too).57

Despite the apparent interest among Asian women in White men, our 
data suggest that Asian men and Asian lesbians are far less interested in 

Figure 6.4. Asian Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging Non-Asian versus Asian 
Women. The bars depict the relative likelihood of sending messages to non-Asian 
women compared with Asian women among Asian daters, adjusted for other observed 
characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Interacting with an 
Asian dater is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative 
probability of contacting a non-Asian dater than an Asian dater; anything below  
1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online tables O.1 and O.2 for full estimates.
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dating White women (see figure 6.4). Interestingly, from earlier (chapter 
5) and later (chapter 7) analyses we learn that Black and Latina women 
respond frequently when Asian men contact them. Still, most Asian men 
focus first and foremost on Asian women.

Our interviews provide insight into such preferences. Some men 
stressed cultural affinity and national origins. Tim hoped to find a girl-
friend who was either Taiwanese or Chinese, whether born in the United 
States or abroad. He said, “I’m pretty interested in learning more about my 
own cultural roots and maintaining those through the future and hoping 
that my kids in the future will also retain those roots.” Given the fact that 
almost three-fourths of Asian American adults are foreign-born, cultural 
influences are likely to strongly shape peer networks and dating pools.

Yet other interviews, particularly with Asian women, suggest that cul-
tural affinity is not the whole story. Like we see among Whites and Blacks, 
politics and patriarchy also influence dating priorities. As we mentioned 
earlier, proximity to White masculinity may symbolically “buy” power. 
Patriarchy binds women’s identity in ways that may help explain some 
Asian women’s greater orientation toward White men. Still, the power of 
hegemonic masculinity is that it legitimates intramale hierarchies.58

Indeed, it was interesting how often White men indirectly figured into 
Asian men’s discussions around their partner preferences. For example, 
Arthur, twenty-seven, had grown up in the Northeast, where men in his 
Cambodian community invoked fears around racial competition over 
women: “A lot of the guys would be like, ‘We need to make sure that these 
White men don’t take our women!’ or ‘We need to make sure that we pre-
serve our values as Asian men.’ ” When Arthur’s brother brought home a 
White girl, he faced social stigma: “My brother dated a White woman in 
high school, and he would get shitted on in different ways. They’re like, ‘You 
can’t hang out with us cause you’re not dating an Asian woman’ . . . and he’d 
have to deal with that stuff.” While the literature often discusses how immi-
grant women may be forbidden by their families to outmarry, Arthur’s nar-
rative adds a twist: within ethnic enclaves there can be a sense that com-
munities are imperiled by all outmarriage and that cultural vitality requires 
both men and women to seek intimate association within their racial group.

Another way White men play into heterosexual Asian men’s prefer-
ences came up in our interview with J. T. In addition to preserving cultural 
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roots, J. T. felt that many Asian men avoided dating non-Asian women 
because they don’t want to invite male aggression. Racism was an ever-
present hazard, he said,

but the problem with [walking down the street with] a White woman is that 
it’s like every single block . . . when it comes to the White men at a bar, club, 
people are—drunk; they get activated. They get triggered. And I’ve been 
physically accosted. I do this every weekend, so I know how to deal with this, 
but it does cause physical risk. . . . One of the biggest fears as Asian men—I 
have a lot of students that are literally . . . yeah, they won’t tell you, right? 
Because admitting that kind of fear makes them ‘less manly’—but there is a 
very large fear of White men and Black men beating them up and just that 
physical violence.

The belief that being with a White woman would call unwanted attention 
or even violence may appear staggering, but it was a common fear shared 
by early Asian immigrants who lived under White supremacy and restric-
tions over their sexual freedom. It also reflects how White women are still 
often painted as victims of men of color—including Asian men.

Another commonality we found between Asian men’s and women’s dat-
ing preferences was their disinterest in Black daters. In fact, compared to 
how they treat all other groups, Asians interact with Blacks least (figures 
6.2 and 6.4). Wei, an international graduate student from Taiwan, 
described how when he first moved to the U.S. Southwest, he was prima-
rily interested in White men, which he attributed to U.S. popular media 
and culture. But after some time he said he began to appreciate “the beauty 
of different races.” Even so, he admitted that online dating had helped him 
develop a racial dating hierarchy with Asians at the top, followed by Whites 
and then Latinos. When we asked about Black daters, he said,

I rarely have this conversation with other people, but . . . I’m talking right 
now. Just when I’m thinking about this, sometimes I think that doesn’t 
make me racist, but just because I’m just less into Black people when it 
comes to intimacy, relationships. The way I justify it is my best friend here 
is Black, so I don’t think I’m racist. I don’t know. That’s how I see it.

Ironically, Wei’s closest friend was Black, but he was unable to achieve 
intimacy in romantic relationships with Black people. In this sense, Wei 
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draws from a familiar frame of color-blind racism by tokenizing a Black 
person as he justifies the anti-Blackness of his intimate life.59

These experiences were also supported in our interviews with Black 
daters. For example, Marvin, a twenty-three-year-old Black data analyst 
from the Northeast, described himself as “doing pretty well for myself,” 
with a good job, a nice apartment, a good education, and conventional 
good looks. Yet, he told us, “I’ve had negative experiences as a Black person 
trying to date Asian women, and so I don’t pursue that anymore.” He cited 
that Asian women often step back out of the fear that, should the relation-
ship continue, they might be “disowned” by their families. Again anti-
Blackness is shown as a pervasive U.S. view, not limited to racial binaries.

Apparently, “family” is a universal explanation for choosing not to date 
Black people. Ana, an Asian woman, was just one of many who pointed 
out her parents’ anti-Black bias:

My sister and friends wouldn’t care at all if I dated a Black guy. My parents, 
on the other hand, would. It’s really sad, but it’s always been this way. So let’s 
say it was a Black guy who also grew up in a very White environment. . . . My 
parents, I think, would be okay with that. But I just know they would not 
prefer me dating a Black guy.

Note her parents’ possible openness to Black men, should they hail from 
predominantly White environments. This is not surprising: people inti-
mately closed off to Blacks may feel still openness to singular exceptions. 
Recall that we have also seen this play out in White daters’ assessments, 
whereby they reject most Black daters but note specific celebrities of color 
they find attractive. The notion that a “Black guy who also grew up in a 
very White environment” would be a more suitable companion also 
reflects Ana family’s closer identification with Whites in a triracial 
hierarchy.

While yellow-peril discourses throughout the previous 150 years con-
structed Asians as forever foreigners and unassimilable, contradictory 
constructions surfaced during the 1960s, portraying Asian Americans as 
high achieving, industrious model minorities.60 Jennifer Lee argues that 
these conditions created more intergroup contact between Asian 
Americans and Whites, thus contributing to an increase in White-Asian 
interracial coupling.61 Yet, as we have shown, that acceptance process has 
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been uneven because of the continual resurfacing of yellow peril discourse 
and the gendered racial dynamics that Asian Americans endure in White 
supremacist U.S. culture. Such racialized gender dynamics are suddenly 
laid bare in an online-dating context, becoming more universalized as a 
standard form of digital-sexual racism.
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 7 “Hey, You’re Latin. Do You 
Like to Dance?”
the privilege and disadvantage  
of latino/a daters

They have in their heads that we’re passionate and fiery. 
And willing to have sex and dance well and can cook for 
them and can clean for them. And we’re like the perfect 
woman that they’ve always wanted and they don’t get here.

Bianca, 2018

I stopped identifying myself as Hispanic on my profile 
because I thought maybe it would get me more attention. 
When I didn’t list a race at all, I figured that they’ll see my 
skin as White, so they’ll assume I’m White. I didn’t really 
notice a change in that. Later on, I was like, “Yeah. You 
know what. Fuck it. No. I’m not going to posture like that.”

Miguel, 2018

To twenty-nine-year-old Bianca, ethnic identity could be an advantage in 
dating. Many non-Latinos she met on dating sites showed interest, after 
all, because she was Latina. The stereotypes associated with this identity 
seemed to work in her favor. Yet, Miguel, thirty-two, reported the oppo-
site. Though both Bianca and Miguel lived in the mid-Atlantic states, 
Miguel suspected he had little success meeting people online because he 
was Latino. He knew he could “pass” as White but wondered whether he 
should stay true to his identity and proudly proclaim his race on his dating 
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profiles. Their contrasting experiences show that, like Asian and Black 
daters, Latino/a daters face an intersectionally structured dating world in 
which race and gender interact to shape their romantic chances. They also 
demonstrate the role of individual agency in reaffirming, reshaping, or 
challenging desirability hierarchies.

controlling images of latinos/as

Social scientists generally treat Latinos as a group straddling the catego-
ries of White and Black.1 Others argue that Latinos in the United States 
have a long history of confronting oppressive racialization, a reality com-
pounded by the anti-Latino and anti-immigrant vitriol of Trumpism.2 
Like Asian Americans, the U.S. Latino population spans many countries 
of origin. Mexico accounts for the largest portion, 62.2 percent, followed 
by Puerto Ricans, Salvadorans, and Cubans.3 About half of Latinos in the 
United States are foreign-born, and the various ethnic groups differ in 
their histories and migratory paths. Yet together they have a sense of 
shared destiny associated with Latino identity.4

Popular culture has historically represented this group as “Brown,” a 
category distinct from White, Black, or Indigenous. Partially, this stems 
from the prevalence of intermarriage and interracial sexual relations in 
colonial Latin America, which contrasts to the history of antimiscegena-
tion enforcement in the United States. It is also part and parcel of the 
contrast between the absolute prohibition of the marriage between Blacks 
and Whites and the commonality of unions between European colonists 
and Latin Americans in some regions. In the Southwest, for example, 
many European colonists married light-skinned Mexican women as part 
of an effort to expand English territories. These women were portrayed as 
“beautiful,” sexually available, and neither fully Indigenous nor Black.5 
These controlling images functioned both to erase a Black or Indigenous 
Latino identity and to naturalize colonial and patriarchal relations of 
power.6 Cultural anthropologist Arlene Dávila argues that even contem-
porary U.S. media relies on this history of a dichotomy between marginal-
ized Blackness and valorized Whiteness in the current construction of 
Latina desirability.7
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The historical antecedents to Latino men’s modern controlling images 
can be traced to representations of dark-skinned Mexican men as exploita-
ble labor, vacillating from “birds of passage” to “illegals” and “deportables.” 8 
These representations were popularized in the early twentieth century, 
when the U.S. state aimed to solidify an imaginary territorial and political 
border after the Spanish-American War. Images of the Mexican “criminal” 
and “rapist” were circulated vehemently to arouse nativist fear and justify 
control. Over time the conflation of Mexican masculinity with illegality 
gained traction because unauthorized entry into the United States was 
increasingly treated as a criminal, rather than a civil, offense.9

The “outlaw” image of Latino men came with sexual connotations. 
Consider the stereotype of the “Latin lover,” perhaps epitomized by Zoro, a 
fictional character created in the early twentieth century. Zoro is a light-
skinned criollo (a “White Spaniard” born in the Americas), a daredevil who 
seduces women while fighting an endless series of darker Mexican villains. 
Zoro’s image was pendular: he is the exotic and attractive man who seduces, 
often White, women but also the “macho” chauvinist whose behavior is 
domineering, aggressive, and rude.10 This image of machismo was further 
crystalized in 1961 with the publication of The Children of Sánchez, by 
anthropologist Oscar Lewis. The book portrays a dysfunctional family in 
Mexico City, confronting “a world of violence and death, of suffering and 
deprivation, of infidelity and broken homes, of delinquency, corruption, and 
police brutality, and of the cruelty of the poor to the poor.” Lewis attributed 
the Mexican family’s misfortune to their failure to “embrace the egalitarian 
gender roles of the White, middle-class, nuclear family unit as the pathway 
to the American dream—that is, a successful occupation, a nuclear mar-
riage, and well-adjusted, successful offspring.”11 While the construct of the 
Latino lover and the Latino macho may appear distinct, they send a similar 
message: Latino men are hypersexual and desirable but also dangerous and 
dysfunctional. The conflation of Latinness, particularly Mexicanness, and 
criminality compounds this deleterious representation in the modern era.12

Latina women’s political and economic marginalization have emerged 
into a composite image too. In the United States they disproportionately 
perform low-wage, low-respect care and service work requiring obedience 
to their customers and employers.13 The popular television satire Family 
Guy, for instance, includes a character named “Consuela,” who plays on 
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the assumed subservience of Latina women. An older, docile domestic 
servant, Consuela responds to every request with “no”—a response 
intended to evoke laughter among the show’s knowing audience by play-
ing on the contrast between the controlling images of the docile domestic 
worker and the “fiery” or “hot-headed” Latina. Other examples of this 
blending in popular media are found in the comedy series Devious Maids. 
As an extension of the history of Latina women playing clichéd roles in 
mainstream television that reaffirm Latina bodies as unruly, underedu-
cated, hypersexual, and in service of others, the characters here redeploy 
both servility and feistiness. With so few Latino/a characters in popular 
media, narrow depictions, however they are played for laughs, limit a 
diverse community’s power for self-definition.

controlling images and online dating

Online dating is especially relevant to the Latino/a community in the 
United States because they are more likely than any other group to meet 
their partners online.14 Yet it is also a medium where, given the pervasive-
ness of digital-sexual racism, stereotypes are taken as knowledge in decid-
ing whom to contact and how to seduce. The Latino daters we interviewed 
complained about being boxed in by media portrayals. Andrew, forty-five, 
had met a White woman just a few months after joining a dating site, and 
he thought their first date had gone well. But at the end of the night, he 
said, he was surprised:

We had just a few drinks, and we’re talking. It was going well, as I was walk-
ing her home. So, I reached out to hold her hand, and she held it for a sec-
ond, and then just sort of let it go. Even though we had had this whole date, 
like a two-hour conversation over drinks, [I] hadn’t given her any indication 
that I was really culturally Latino at all (I was born and raised in the States 
and all that stuff). Despite all of that she said, “Oh, you Latin guys, you’re so 
physical.” I was like, “Oh, okay. That’s really not relevant at all to me.” Right, 
like all Latin guys are trying to just jump all over her. I just thought that was 
interesting that she was still seeing me in that lens, and my behavior in that 
lens, that I was just trying to be this pushy Latin guy, or whatever. All of a 
sudden I was put in this category, and a fairly innocent thing, like trying to 
hold her hand, started being seen from this lens.
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Hidden images were nonetheless present in Andrew’s encounter, such 
that his wish to hold a woman’s hand became not an expression of indi-
vidual affection but a suggestion of Latino aggression. The woman never 
contacted Andrew for another date, though he said he wouldn’t have 
wanted a second date anyway. He had no interest in seeing someone who 
couldn’t see anything but his ethnic identity.

Ricky was another straight Latino who felt he was always contending 
with a trope: the Latin lover. Some daters, he figured, had lost interest in 
him because he didn’t conform to their racialized and gendered expecta-
tions of a Latino man:

I got a random message from this girl. The only thing she asked was “Hey, 
you’re Latin. Do you like to dance?” I did not reply to that message. Actually, 
I really wanted to reply, “NOPE,” in capital letters in the message. And, you 
know what, I will say, in my dating experience, that is the stereotype that 
people always bring up. If you are not good at dancing or you’re like, “Yeah, 
I don’t really dance,” people get surprised by that. They’re like, “But, you’re 
Latin.” It’s like, “Yeah. So?” I think because there is a stereotype that Latin 
men are these . . . there’s a certain type of Latin lover, I think they assume, 
who’s really smooth and really suave and really good with ladies, and he 
knows how to dance; that means he’s good in bed, kind of thing. That’s the 
stereotype, and I totally do not mesh up with that stereotype.

Like Andrew, Ricky’s actions were misinterpreted, but here they did not 
live up to desired stereotypical traits. Both men were judged in ways that 
amplified their objectification and depersonalization. Rather than being 
viewed as whole persons with individual traits, the controlling images of 
digital-sexual racism funneled emotions, imposing suspicion and leading 
both men to question their authenticity.

Latinas voiced similar concerns, particularly regarding assumptions 
around being “sexy,” “spicy,” and “feisty.” Jazmín, who started online dating 
after she graduated from college, felt the experience had been mostly suc-
cessful, but she was still convinced that many men racialized their initial 
interactions:

Oh my god. The White guy, it was really weird. He kept mentioning that he 
loved eating at a particular local Latino restaurant. And then he was like, “I 
love everything about your culture.” And, “You’re so hot.” That experience was 
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really fetishizing to me, I guess, because I feel that he contacted me because I 
was Latina, because he kept talking about it. And he just said random things 
about Latin America and how that was his favorite thing ever. And, yeah, he 
kept talking about how much he loved Peru and Latin America in general and 
liked beans. And I’m like, “I’m sorry. I don’t eat that much beans.” And, yeah, 
he kept mentioning that Latinas are really sexy and all that kind of stuff.

An array of stereotypes made Jazmín feel fetishized, because controlling 
images are so pernicious. They give outgroup members the sense of a 
pseudounderstanding that overwrites attention to individual traits.15 This 
man’s fixation on her status as a “Latina woman” and evocation of various 
Latino/a preferences, especially in foods, minimized Jazmín’s ability to be 
seen as a whole person. Sara, a twenty-year-old multiracial White and 
Latina respondent, railed against this sort of “ceaseless” evaluation in 
online dating. Particularly frustrating to her was the way White men 
boxed her into a character type:

They’re like, “Oh, you’re going to be spicy. You’re going to be like a girl from a 
telenovela. You’re going to be curvy like a girl in porn.” A lot of it is based on 
stereotypes. There’s a lot of stereotypical expectation that comes from it that 
is really uncomfortable to navigate. There’s definitely a certain body-type 
expectation. I’ve definitely had guys be like, “Oh, that Latin ass,” like whatever. 
I’m like, “It’s just my body. We don’t all have one body type.” People expect me 
to be really loud and angry. It’s like, “Yes, I am those things. I’m always loud 
and angry, but it’s not because I’m Latina.” Stuff like that comes up a lot.

Given the importance of racial makers on online-dating profiles, such 
as a presumed “Latina” body type, the operation of digital-sexual racism 
dehumanizes daters as mere sexual objects of desire. Indeed, men contact-
ing Sara brought up her Dominican background when they evaluated her 
body and assumed she would be “loud” or “angry.” Directly linking her 
body to her ethnic identity, daters like Sara demonstrated for us that, 
within the U.S. racial structure, a Latina desirability is rooted in essential, 
and racist, notions of both gendered and racial difference.

Carmen, twenty-seven, described the effects of the nurturer trope.  
A Dominican American from the Northeast, she said,

A lot of guys are kind of are like, “You’ll take care of me and be the caretaker 
in this situation.” They feel like they’re more domestic, which I think it’s 
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nonsense. Especially if you’re actually from that country, not that your fam-
ily is, like, you were born outside of the United States. They feel like because 
you were born outside of the United States, you’re gonna be some kind of 
housewife creature that’s gonna be okay with being domestic, at home, 
doing what I’m supposed to do. They’ve straight up said that to me.

Men assumed Carmen would be a good caretaker not because she is a 
woman or a Latina but because she was both. That intersectional identity, 
they believed, meant she was not interested in or entitled to an egalitarian 
relationship. Further, given that Latina women’s labor is devalued, she 
sensed these men believed women like her were suitable for “traditional” 
domestic work and relationship roles that could no longer be expected 
from U.S.-born women.16 Again we see how so-called individual prefer-
ences deployed in online dating are often products of structural inequali-
ties and are deployed through digital-sexual racism. In this case the global 
division of labor between the North and the South translates into the inti-
mate designation of the domestic role to a Latina woman.

Our Latino/a respondents told us that these stereotypes are most sum-
moned by Whites. “I think that stereotype is definitely strong among 
White girls,” said one Latino respondent. “Those are the only people that 
I have had that brought up with. It’s always White girls to bring that up.” 
And another Latina dater estimated, “at least for the negative or sexually 
related messages, I think I’ve almost exclusively got that from White men.” 
Indeed, considering these controlling images were constructed largely to 
serve White political interests and have been circulated to justify White 
dominance, this is no surprise. Each implicitly assumes White as the 
unmarked baseline category against which all other forms of racialized 
femininities and masculinities are judged.

exclusion of latino/a daters

Latino men are at times framed as suave, seducing lovers, yet at other 
times as dangerous criminals. Latina women similarly may be typecast as 
sexy and feisty, as well as desexualized and docile service workers. This 
contradictory representation highlights the specific forms of gendered 
racialization the community has undergone in the United States and is 
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reflected in their contradictory experiences in the realm of online dating. 
Daters’ deployment of digital-sexual racism sexualizes and rates them as 
attractive, yet they face racialized and gendered exclusion relative to 
Whites. Further, since anti-Blackness is central to the measurement of 
desirability, non-Black Latino/a daters are advantaged over Black Latinos/
as. Meanwhile, like other non-Black groups, Latinos/as exclude Blacks 
when searching for dating partners online.

Figure 7.1 compares the attractiveness ratings of Latino/a and White 
daters. It shows that, even though most raters are Whites, straight Latina 
women are considered as attractive as straight White women. Straight 
Latino men, however, are rated as much less attractive than straight White 

Figure 7.1. Latino/a and White Daters’ Website-Based Attractiveness by Sexual 
Orientation, Gender, and Race. The bars depict the distribution of attractiveness by 
sexual orientation, gender, and race. Individual users are rated by other users on the 
website on a scale from one (least attractive) to five (most attractive). Since the ratings 
are not random and the vast majority of the users are Whites, the distribution is likely 
skewed due to racial bias.
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men. The ratings received by Latino gays and lesbians are less extreme: 
although gay Latino men are still rated as less attractive than White men, 
they are not penalized as much as straight Latino men. Gay Latina women, 
however, receive more negative ratings than straight Latina women. This 
may be driven by their deviation from the traditional heteronormative 
image of Latina women.

The penalty of Latino masculinity is also clear among message patterns 
(figure 7.2).17 Compared to men of their own racial group, most straight 
women and gay men are less enthusiastic about responding or sending 
messages to Latino men. The only exception is straight Black women, who 
treat Latino men in the same way they treat Black men.18

The Latino/a men and women were well aware that their identity was 
consequential in their dating experiences. Miguel, whom we met at the open-

Figure 7.2. Non-Latino/a Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging Latino versus 
Same-Race Men. The bars depict the relative likelihood of interacting with Latino/a 
men compared with same-race men among Asian, Black, and White daters, adjusted 
for other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. 
Interacting with a same-race dater is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 
shows a greater relative probability of contacting or responding to a Latino/a dater 
than a same-race dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online 
tables O.1 and O.2 (at www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458) for full estimates.
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ing of this chapter, dithered about how he should list his racial identity in his 
profile. Finding himself unable to identify as “White,” he avoided the penalty 
associated with identifying as “Latino” by choosing “Other.” Women, on the 
other hand, complained about the ways the messages they received were 
racially and sexually charged. Mariana, an accountant, saw White men as 
being far more desirable than men of color. When we asked her if she had 
ever felt discriminated against, she quickly recounted a conversation:

 mariana: We were talking, and then I think we connected through the 
phone, and we were texting. I don’t know what he said to me, but 
it was something like, “I would never bring you to my family.” I’m 
like, “Why?” And then he said, “Because you’re Latina.” . . . He 
said he wasn’t looking for a girlfriend. ’Cause he would never 
bring me to his family, he wouldn’t consider me as a girlfriend.

 interviewer: What did you say to him?
 mariana: I flipped out and I told him, “What is that supposed to mean?” 

He didn’t currently have a job; he didn’t have anything. I’m more 
educated, prepared. I have a good full-time position, and he 
pretty much insulted me. I told him to lose my number and 
never contact me again.

Mariana’s anecdote, as much as Miguel’s, illustrates the complexity by 
which many Latinos/as navigate racial hierarchies in online dating. She 
was shocked that the White man mistreated her because of her ethnicity 
but still felt comfortable declaring a strong preference for White men  
over all others. She also echoes some of the comments we heard from 
Black women in chapter 5 about how some White men saw women of 
color as appropriate for sex but not for relationships. Nevertheless, this 
experience did not lead Mariana to further examine her own racialized 
preferences.

When it comes to in-group interactions, our analysis in figure 7.3 of the 
website’s data suggests that Latinos most prefer Latinas and treat Asian 
women and White women somewhat equally, messaging them about 40 
percent less often than Latina women.19 They message Black women the 
least, or approximately 65 percent less often than Latina women. Latinas, 
on the other hand, are most responsive to White men and, like Latinos, gen-
erally ignore Blacks (see figure 7.4). Latinas treat Asians and Latinos as an 



Figure 7.3. Latino Men’s Relative Likelihood of Sending to Non-Latina versus Latina 
Women. The bars depict the relative likelihood of sending a message to non-Latina 
women compared with Latina women among Latino men, adjusted for other 
observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Sending  
to Latina women is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a  
greater relative probability of sending to a non-Latina dater than a Latina dater; 
anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online table O.1 (at www 
.ucpress.edu/9780520293458) for full estimates.

Figure 7.4. Latina Women’s Relative Likelihood of Responding to Non-Latino versus 
Latino Men. The bars depict the relative likelihood of responding to a message from 
non-Latino men compared with Latino men among Latina women, adjusted for other 
observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. 
Responding to Latino men is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a 
greater relative probability of responding to a non-Latino dater than a Latino dater; 
anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online table O.2 for full 
estimates.
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“in-between group,” below White desirability but above Black desirability.20 
Gay Latinos also have a strong preference for White men, while lesbian 
Latinas appear to privilege Latinas over others (see figure 7.5). Despite 
these differences, pervasive anti-Blackness perseveres: straight or gay, men 
or women, Latino/a daters avoid Blacks more assiduously than any other 
group. In other words, even though Latino men and Latina women do face 
discrimination, particularly from Whites, they seem to conform to the racial 
hierarchy by excluding daters of lower racial status. For straight daters it’s 
Black men and women. For gay daters it’s Black and Asian men and women.

Figure 7.5. Gay Latino/a Daters’ Likelihood of Messaging Non-Latino/a versus 
Latino/a Daters. The estimates depict the relative likelihood of sending a message to 
non-Latino/a compared with Latino/a daters among Latino/a daters of different 
sexual orientation, adjusted for other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 
percent confidence intervals. Sending to Latino/a daters is indicated by an odds of 
1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative probability of sending to a non-
Latino/a dater than a Latino/a dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser 
probability. See online table O.1 for full estimates.
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privileging whiteness through colorism

We saw earlier that heterosexual Latina women were most responsive to 
White men, a finding supported by past literature.21 Latino/a men and 
women are even more likely than any other ethnic group to marry 
Whites.22 Unlike Blacks and Asians, Latino/a men and women marry 
Whites at similar rates, which suggests a shared common preference. But 
the reasons for the preference differ.

In our interviews we found that such preference often operated through 
and alongside a preference for lightness. Indeed, just as skin color was 
important in the hierarchies constructed and followed by Asian and Black 
daters, colorism is highly present among Latino daters. These hierarchies 
have historical antecedent and operate in a number of Latin American 
and Caribbean countries and communities. Lighter-skinned people tend 
to have higher educational and occupational attainments than darker-
skinned people, particularly Indigenous and Afro-descendants—the result 
of the legacy of White supremacy and castas, a system developed during 
Spanish colonialism that determined one’s legal and social standing in 
society based on ancestry. Lighter skin was often taken as a marker of 
desired Spanish ancestry and the absence of undesirable Indigenous or 
African ancestry.23

Today and historically some Latin American families participate in the 
practice often colloquially referred to as mejorando la raza (improving 
the race)—the strategy of choosing lighter-skinned romantic partners in 
the hopes that they and their future children will gain higher social status 
by “watering down” African and Indigenous features.24 Research finds 
that children of lighter complexions are treated better even within their 
Latin American families than are children with darker skin.25

Jazmín had a lot to say on this topic. Being fair skinned, she grew up in 
a Central American–origin family with wide color variation, and her fam-
ily was firm that she must date lighter-skinned men. Her Honduran par-
ents and other relatives were, she said, very “biased” in this way:

White is the ideal. It’s brought over from Latin America, from that colonial 
past, and also that’s something that’s also very prevalent here as well. When 
families come from Latin America or even from Europe or whatever, 
because they also have race issues over there, it’s seen as White is better. 
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There’s a saying in Spanish, “mejorando la raza,” or bettering the race. If 
you’re a person of color, your family, maybe your mother or something, 
grandmother, wherever, they’ll say that. It means you have to make the race 
better. If you’re of color, you have to make the race better. That means, make 
it more White. You’re going to try to take the Black or the Indigenous out, 
you’re going to mix with somebody who’s White. And if you are lighter, 
maybe they’ll say the reverse, that you can’t make the race worse; you can’t 
muddy the race, and you can’t muddy the blood. They want you to get, obvi-
ously, with someone White.

Sending societies’ color and race hierarchies can fuse, in this way, with U.S 
racial schemas such that they reinforce a White ideal. In Jazmín’s view the 
preference for both Whiteness and lightness is gendered, with mothers 
and other women relatives promoting this preference in policing daugh-
ters’ dating decisions. She adds, “A man is just expected to get with who-
ever he wants to get with. A man can get with whoever he wants to exert 
just his maleness, but he has to choose who he wants to procreate with 
wisely. There’s that kind of distinction.” In her view, while color matters for 
both men and women, Latino men are given more sexual freedom with 
darker-skinned women, so long as that intimacy does not lead to family 
formation. As Jazmín and her sisters were being pressured to avoid dark 
men, the young men in her family openly dated Black American women 
and dark-skinned Latinas.

This idea that women are especially pressured away from darkness also 
came up in our interview with Mariana. She viewed herself as “tan and not 
that light,” explaining, “I know it’s racist, but growing up [her mother’s 
grandmother] always told you just, because my family’s dark, that you 
have to better the race. Better the hair, all this stuff, which is bad.” Mariana 
was interested in dating mostly “Italian” or “Greek guys” and actively 
ignored Black men and Latino men of darker complexions if they matched 
or messaged on dating apps.

Cruz had gotten similar dating advice from her relatives. It started 
young: “Very close family friends, and family and friends, have said, ‘I 
want to date a Puerto Rican or Italian because they’re White. I want to 
date a White Puerto Rican or just an Italian.’ They want Whiter babies.”  
As the child with the darkest complexion in a family that has lighter-
skinned Puerto Ricans and darker-skinned Dominicans, she was  
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frequently compared negatively to her lighter-skinned sister, whose hair 
was straight, rather than like Cruz’s curls. Any time she brought White 
men friends home, her family seemed to revel at the thought of them dat-
ing. Now, as an adult, queer Cruz found that the messaging had stopped. 
“I feel like I entered this other box,” she said. “My family stopped asking 
me if I was dating anybody. They stopped asking me about kids. I don’t get 
the same scripts about marriage. I don’t get the same scripts, period.” 
Cruz’s queerness attenuated the pressure around skin color: “For me, they 
also know that I’ve always just been on my own path. They are just like, 
‘You’re going to do what you’re going to do.’ I have that freedom, in some 
ways.” Here we see how heteronormative colorism scripts can be. The 
silence around Cruz assumes that she, because she is queer, will not have 
children, even though Cruz reported that she was in a long-term relation-
ship with a Black woman with a dark complexion, and they planned to 
have children in the future.

Despite the seemingly gendered and heteronormative nature of unso-
licited parental dating advice, Latino men—straight and even some queer 
ones—told us that they, too, were conditioned to strive for a light-skinned 
partner. They were not, however, censured in the ways women were 
should they not heed the advice. Zenón, a twenty-seven-year-old straight 
man from a Mexican family with Indigenous roots, said that his grand-
mother often stressed the importance of dating a güerita (a light-skinned 
or blond person). This grandmother was an Indigenous woman with dark 
skin, who had married a mestizo land and cattle owner: “My grandma was 
oddly racist,” Zenón said with a chuckle. “She always told every one of her 
grandkids that they had to date a güerita because the very few people that 
lived over there that were a lighter skin color, they were usually better off.” 
In her view dating and marrying a lighter woman or man ensured class 
mobility. She wanted that opportunity for her grandchildren.

Javier, a twenty-eight-year-old Brazilian American man, openly pre-
ferred to date light-skinned women, particularly Latinas who speak fluent 
English and could pass for White. Like many others, he attributed his 
racial preferences to his parents’ bias:

My parents are definitely more aware of race. . . . I don’t want to say aware. 
They’re more prejudiced about race than I am. I know I have some residual 
effect of that. I’m aware of that about myself. My parent always emphasized, 
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“You should meet a Latin girl.” To them, that’s the ideal of the kind of person 
you’d bring back home, is going to be a Latin woman. It can be any Latin 
woman, but also of a lighter-skin complexion. They would not have an issue 
with me dating someone who was darker-skinned. But it was always clear to 
them that they had . . . they see someone with a lighter complexion as being 
more cultured, more educated. They have a lot of these stereotypes that I 
like to say, I don’t hold, consciously, but I know I’ve been influenced by.

Interestingly, Javier vacillated between race and color distinctions in try-
ing to make sense of his preference for lightness. Research confirms the 
coexistence of multiple systems of racial classification and stratification 
among Latinos in the United States, with immigrants and their offspring 
adopting a U.S. framework for understanding racial and ethnic distinc-
tions while also borrowing from the earlier racial schemas of their ori-
gins.26 In this sense Javier admitted that his family’s pro-light bias 
impacted his dating preferences for Whiter, lighter, and more “accultur-
ated” Latinas.

privileging whiteness through race and gender

Whiteness preferences are also created by gender dynamics within 
Latino/a families.27 For example, Gabriela, a bisexual woman, explained 
that her lack of interest in Latino men was because of her assumption that 
they were what she called “mama boys”: demanding men who expected 
that she would serve their every need. In their immigrant-origin family, 
Gabriela and her sister had been tasked with a great deal of household 
work, including doing their brother’s laundry and cleaning up after him 
and the rest of the family:

My dad grew up in our country [Dominican Republic], and he had me. It’s 
just everybody over there has maids and helpers and things like that. Here, 
me and my sister and my mom pretty much cook, clean. . . . It’s just like the 
way they were raised. My brother was raised like that. He would do yard 
work and work on the cars. We did everything else. He moved out. Now he’s 
learned he has to do it because he’s with an Italian girl, and she travels all 
the time for work; she’s never home. He has to learn how to cook and clean 
and do his laundry.
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Other women in our study told us they had a deep, culturally inflected 
aversion to the gender conservatism they correlated with Latino men. 
Gabriela later added, “There’s some cultural pieces that I’m trying to 
avoid. That’s why I tend to like White guys.” This sentiment is similar to 
the remarks of some Asian women regarding the “egalitarian knighthood” 
of White men, and it is documented in sociologist Jessica Vasquez-Tokos’s 
work, in which Latina women prefer White men because they assume that 
Latino men are domineering and gender conservative like their fathers.28

We find it curious, however, that Latina women would view White men 
as gender progressive, given that sexism operates across racial and ethnic 
groups. None of our Latina participants indicated that other non-Latino 
men, such as Asians or Blacks, were suitably gender-egalitarian alterna-
tives. In this sense Latina women’s framing of White men as particularly 
desirable also tacitly reinforces a race-class-gender system that promotes 
White masculinity and subordinates Latino and other non-White mascu-
linities.29 Take, for example, how Carmen contrasted the two:

A lot of people are, like, if you were dating somebody of this race, maybe 
your relationship would be different; it would be better. I guess because of 
the values. They’re more career driven; they’re more family driven. . . . It’s 
like, oh, I feel like when I date a Spanish guy, he just wants to hook up; he 
just wants to do sexual things, whereas, if I’m dating a White guy, he’s talk-
ing about how do we take our relationship to the next level? What are we 
doing?

Carmen, who earlier critiqued the gendered and racialized nurturer trope of 
the Latina woman, frames Latinos as exclusively interested in sex and 
hookups, while White men are more serious and relationship-oriented. This 
belief not only contradicts some experiences we heard from Latina women 
but also illustrates how minorities may internalize racialized and gendered 
stereotypes about their own groups as they exalt White masculinity.

Another Latina who used dating apps to find Latino men viewed gender 
progressiveness as an important quality in a potential partner and under-
stood that many Latina women associated it with Whiteness: “White guys 
are more educated. At least that’s the stereotype, that they’re more edu-
cated, and they don’t have these machista things ingrained in them. I don’t 
want to say that they’re easier to control, but they’re overall just easier than 
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Latino men.” Character traits such as “educated,” “career-driven,” or “fam-
ily driven” are tightly bound to classed conceptualizations of masculinity. 
Only the most affluent men can achieve high-status careers, the education 
that is the necessary prerequisite to that career, and the resources to care 
for a family without relying on supplemental income from their wives, 
children, and other kin. Yet the hegemony of this masculinity does not 
extend evenly across all men. It is just as racialized as it is classed. Cultural 
images, buttressed by other forms of inequality, assign such hegemonic 
masculinity to White men, while men of color are often framed as deviant 
or inadequate rather than structurally diverted away from attaining the 
educational and financial resources accrued by White men, whose privi-
lege is far more self-sustaining. In this way, as an ideal type, White hegem-
onic forms of masculinity legitimate masculinity hierarchies. We see this in 
some Latina women’s ranking of White masculinity as superior to other 
subordinated masculinities, including Latino masculinity.30

Our Latina women respondents’ qualms are not unfounded. Like many 
other men, heterosexual Latinos certainly possess gender-based power 
over their partners and may subscribe to misogyny in their own homes. 
Yet, at the same time, they occupy a contradictory position within a sys-
tem of male privilege, where they are disadvantaged due to their race, skin 
color, class, and immigrant status. Compared to affluent, native, and edu-
cated White men, Latino men who are working-class, immigrant, and 
seemingly non-White are less able to attain the masculine ideals coveted 
by some Latina women.

pan- cultural affinity and racial exclusion

Color hierarchies and gender inequality may steer a preference for Whites, 
yet many Latino/a daters still hope to match with someone with whom they 
share an ethnic or racial identity. This is an important distinction, given 
that much demographic research has focused on the prevalence of Latino/
a-White unions. Further, preferences for Latinos/as are not limited to those 
who share the same country of origin but include all people who under-
stand what it means to be Latino/a in the United States. Some research  
has found that Latinos/as, particularly women, may value endogamy to  
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preserve cultural heritage among their children.31 There is also some evi-
dence that Latina women may seek cross-national Latino marriages 
because they seek cultural connections but eschew partners from their own 
specific ethnic subgroup to avoid gendered concerns around their own fam-
ilies’ patriarchal structures.32 Community and family members may also 
promote endogamy because of cultural similarities.33

Our interviews show that Latinos/as who preferred other Latinos/as 
were nested in a complex web of concerns, ranging from their gendered 
socialization within families, color hierarchies, and experiences of racial-
ized marginalization. Yesenia, a twenty-eight-year-old U.S.-born Latina 
woman whose father and mother were from Ecuador, grew up in a pre-
dominantly Latino mid-Atlantic city. Because her parents forbade it, she 
did not date until college. Though her college was only twenty miles away 
from home, living in a dorm provided her reprieve from her parents’ 
watchful eye. She dated a number of White men in those years, partly 
because the private college she attended was predominantly White. 
However, she saw a shift in her preferences after college: today, she told 
us, she was most likely to respond to messages sent by Latino men. When 
we asked her why, Yesenia reflected,

My ideal person would be someone of Latino origin or descent. Hopefully 
tall, one that could actually preferably speak Spanish as well. It’s the  
shared community type of thing. . . . and then to be able to make food  
for each other. That’s kind of cool. That would be fun. That would be my 
ideal.

Among ideal cultural similarities Yesenia prioritized speaking Spanish, 
because her family was primarily monolingual. Like her, some 86 percent 
of young Latinos/as spoke Spanish at home growing up, and the same per-
centage of Latino/a parents currently speak Spanish to their children.34

Yesenia recognized that her preferences have also been shaped in oppo-
sition to her experiences dating White men. They did not treat her as a 
“long-term girlfriend,” she thought, because of her ethnic background:

When I went to school, I went to a mostly Caucasian university. And it was 
coming from a lot of White guys that Latino women you really want to fuck, 
but then no long term thing. Like we’re great for fun, quote-unquote, and 
we’re great for cooking and that kind of thing, but we’re not great for long 
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term; we’re not the kind of woman that you want to marry because we’re 
crazy. I’ve heard that we have no control over our emotions, that kind of 
thing.

Controlling images rear their ugly heads again. Yesenia estimated that, 
even when she was seen as desirable by White men because she was 
Latina, that desirability would not translate into equal treatment. Instead, 
owing to the intersection of her race, ethnicity, and gender, her integration 
into a White man’s social world could not extend beyond sexual intimacy. 
As stated earlier, part of the toxicity of controlling images is that they strip 
the marginalized from the power of self-definition. Yesenia added, 
“Sometimes when you hear it in jest several times, then you start to worry 
because then it’s like there must be a truth to this at this point if I’m hear-
ing it several times from several mouths.”

Over time Yesenia began to actively seek Latino men as intimate part-
ners, whether by responding to their messages on dating platforms or by 
frequenting social venues where there were more Latino men. These 
changes were part of her transition from a predominantly White college 
campus back to the neighborhood where she grew up, which coincided 
with the rise of online dating (and its expansion of ways to search by race 
and ethnicity). Most important, she realized, she wanted to find someone 
who sees her as equally qualified rather than less qualified than other 
women for a serious relationship.

Daters like Yesenia often seek out markers on daters’ profiles that hint 
at cultural affinity. Like the markers of political affiliation noted else-
where, these markers might take the form of profiles written in Spanish or 
the presence of a national flag, suggesting a dater’s ethnic origin. Zenón, 
twenty-seven, explained that he frequently encountered other bilingual 
Mexicans as he browsed dating apps. To demonstrate that he, too, was flu-
ent in English and Spanish, he clarified in his profile that either language 
worked for him:

I’m bilingual, so some things are just easier to express in Spanish sometimes 
than they are in English. If I meet someone and they already speak Spanish, 
it’s pretty good. Actually, right now I live on the border of Mexico. So if I get 
on the app, there’s a good chance I’m meeting someone from Mexicali as 
well, which is in Mexico, and they mostly, generally, just speak Spanish. So 
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there has been something that’s happened right now, where I have to ask the 
question, “English or Spanish?” when I first contact someone. Actually, 
that’s on my profile that English or Spanish is cool with me.

Zenón’s choice to specify that “English or Spanish is cool” signaled his lin-
guistic and cultural versatility to a diverse community. Though he has resided 
in the United States for most of his life and was told to date White or light as 
a kid, as an adult he prioritized the value of shared cultural understanding.

Shared experiences with racial discrimination may also motivate 
Latinos/as to select Latinos/as and other minority partners.35 Vasquez-
Tokos’s work, for example, finds that Latinos/as who married non-White 
partners such as Native Americans, Asian Americans, and African 
Americans did so in part because they shared the experience of marginali-
zation.36 For example, when we asked Cruz about her preference for 
women of color, she told us it stems not out of hatred for Whites but rather 
the shared understanding of living in a predominantly White college 
town. She asked herself: “Will your partner understand what you’re going 
through when you’re telling them that you just went to the bar that you go 
to all the time, you’re holding out money, and fifteen other people got 
served before you?” Cruz, you may recall, was in a long-term relationship 
with a Black woman she met on a dating app; despite their racial and 
ethnic differences, Cruz and her partner shared and bonded over the 
minority experience in the United States.

Another queer dater, Raúl, indicated that he felt a bond with Asian men 
he met on the app, especially foreign-born men living in the United States:

When I date someone, I try to relate to him, and someone who is Asian has 
a background that they came to this country, to a new culture just like me, I 
guess. They have learned to live here, just as I have. They have another cul-
ture that is different to what I know. I guess because just like Latino coun-
tries, Asian countries and many other countries, they’re not as open-minded 
as this country, so they kind of like understand how I feel when I was com-
ing to this country, understanding how to behave, kind of like being free 
here. I think I feel more of a connection that way.

Raúl’s sexual identity, immigrant status, and ethnic identity all help him 
to understand the marginalization faced by other gay men, even when 
they came from very different countries. However, Raúl did not apply the 
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same empathy to Black men, who he described as less desirable, less edu-
cated, and more criminal than others. Raúl said he was likely to ignore 
Black daters when using apps and could make that determination because 
he lived in a primarily Black neighborhood:

I mean, probably, we’ll have the racist thought in our mind. . . . You will 
assume that they don’t have a high education as other people, most of the 
time, I guess. I am living close to a neighborhood where they are low-income 
neighborhoods, so that’s pretty much the ones I see all the time.

Even though a shared immigrant status did seem to allow Raúl to have an 
openness for cross-racial desire while using apps, digital-sexual racism 
allows for this to occur alongside Raúl’s anti-Blackness. Even Raúl evoked 
the “parental bias” script as he talked about his racial preferences in dat-
ing: “I think if I bring an Asian guy, I don’t think they will have any prob-
lem with that. I think if I bring anyone but a Black person, to be honest, 
they will be okay with it.”

Indeed, like many other non-Black but non-White groups in the past 
and present, Latinos/as access racial privilege relative to Blacks. To main-
tain this privilege, they may categorically exclude Black partners.37 In 
chapter 6 we see how Asian daters reproduced anti-Black patterns of 
racial exclusion even as they voiced dissatisfaction with their treatment by 
White daters. In both cases family plays a prominent role in directing the 
younger generations, particularly women, away from dating Blacks.38 It 
also plays a prominent role in daters’ racial self-discipline and their iden-
tification of reasons behind preferences that could otherwise be seen as 
simple racism. Only one straight Latina woman in our sample, Jazmín, 
had engaged in extensive correspondence with a Black man on a dating 
site. Even she, who found that this handsome man was similarly educated 
and had a shared interest in fitness, was reluctant to meet him in person, 
explaining that her mother had reacted badly to another Black man she 
dated in the past. “We already went through it once, and it was kind of hell 
on earth,” she described. “Actually, [my mother] made my life a little bit 
impossible for a little while.” In her view compatibility was not enough, 
given the way in which anti-Blackness operated within her family.

As we have discussed in this chapter, Latinos/as are often described as 
straddling the U.S. racial hierarchy, but this does not mean they can avoid 
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racialization.39 In a racialized and gendered desirability hierarchy, they 
are prevented from obtaining full acceptance from Whites, but the inter-
section of transnational color, family, and gendered hierarchies nested 
within U.S. racial inequality frequently demands that they jockey for posi-
tion by striving for the upward mobility offered by a prospective partner’s 
proximity to Whiteness. Others retreat to endogamy—a practical defense 
against misunderstanding and oppression. The pervasiveness of anti-
Blackness, however, only reinforces both paths and provides a certainty 
that reaffirms the desirability hierarchy. Given the way in which social 
constructions of racial mixedness are inextricably bound to sex, desirabil-
ity, and interracial intimacy, we now turn our attention to how multiracial 
daters navigate, resist, and accommodate desirability hierarchies in the 
era of online dating.
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In a fit of rage, Franky sputtered, “Is it true? Are you Black?” before bru-
tally striking Sarah Jane in a dark alleyway. Sarah, the protagonist of the 
1959 U.S. dramatic film Imitation of Life, desperately wants to pass for 
White and attempts to perform Whiteness through her relationship with 
Franky.1 In this moment viewers learn that Sarah’s acceptance into 
Whiteness was more precarious than she had thought. In an era of the 
one-drop rule, the film reflected public concerns around racial impurity, 
as strong as ever, nearly a century past emancipation.2

Controlling images of mixed-race women in the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries centered on the so-called tragic mulatto. Sarah Jane is  
exemplary: a woman of European and African ancestry, the character is 
simultaneously deemed attractive (she, after all, “passes” and has “White 
features”); hypersexual (because of her Black sexuality); and psychologi-
cally torn because she lives the interstices of race in a divided society. She 
could never truly fit in, and so she is presented to audiences as an object of 
pity and scorn.3 She is also tacitly a warning: miscegenation is a tragedy, 
and a mixed-race child is a sorry person indeed. Similarly, images of 
“Eurasian” women and mixed-race Latina “mestizos” have also fallen prey 
to the judgment of popular culture’s “White gaze.” Colonial histories of 
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racial domination, war, and conquest underpin “the sexual allure and dis-
similarity of exotic otherness” in each case, marking certain women’s bod-
ies as ready targets for both valorization and stigma.4 Their Whiteness 
comes with an assumed intrinsic superiority, but the presence of otherness, 
especially Blackness, signals impurity and demands scrutiny and scorn.

Much has changed since Imitation of Life flickered on the nation’s 
movie screens. The demise of the one-drop rule went hand in hand with 
the Supreme Court’s invalidation of antimiscegenation laws, and by 2015 
interracial and interethnic marriages would account for 17 percent of new 
marriages in the United States. Of interracial newlyweds, 12 percent are 
multiracial Whites paired with White Americans.5 Media portrayals have 
evolved such that positive and self-affirming representations of mixed-
race individuals and families are now fairly commonplace in entertain-
ment and advertising.6

The alleyway scene in Imitation of Life surely looks hopelessly dated to 
the United States’ younger generations. Compare Sarah Jane with Sam 
White’s character in the popular U.S. satire Dear White People. A biracial 
Black woman who heads an all-Black residence on a prestigious, predomi-
nantly White college campus, Sam affirms her Blackness through political 
activism, critiquing racial transgressions on her campus. While Sarah Jane 
actively sought out a White partner with whom her association would help 
her pass as White, Sam seeks to hide her intimate relationship with White 
classmate Gabe. In one scene, as Sam directs Gabe to be discreet leaving 
her dorm room, Gabe responds with desperation: he’s sick and tired of her 
“tragic mulatto bullshit.” Meanwhile, another Black character, Coco, 
seethes when a reality TV producer prefers a light-skinned Black woman 
like Sam rather than her.7 None of this complexity attended Sarah Jane’s 
story, yet race and identity, pride and social censure, mark both tales.

Movies and TV, of course, cannot be taken at face value. It remains 
unclear how well modern entertainment reflects multiracials’ lived experi-
ences. Scholars have not yet fully addressed, for example, how contempo-
rary folks who identify with more than one race actually treat or perceive 
Whites and single-race minorities. Nor is it clear how dating and court-
ship look among multiracials as compared to other racial groups; what 
distinguishes (or does not distinguish) subgroups of multiracial daters 
like Asian-White or Latino/a-White heritage people; or, well, much of 
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anything about multiracial men, who receive less attention than multira-
cial women in academia and pop culture alike.8 This chapter seeks to 
uncover some of these missing pieces.

why multiracials,  why now ?

Estimates project that, by about 2040 or 2050, non-Latino/a Whites will 
become a racial minority in the United States.9 A fact greeted with some 
alarm but also a great deal of excitement, this has led some to speculate 
that, with the rise in multiracial individuals and immigration and fertility 
trends, the typical future U.S. American will, in fact, be multiracial. To 
visualize this dramatic change, Time magazine used a computer-generated 
cover portrait that fused phenotypical traits of people from various racial 
backgrounds.10 This, Time proclaimed, was the future of the United States: 
it would be impossible to pin down anyone’s racial heritage simply by look-
ing. Media outlets picking up on the idea went further, speculating that, in 
this future, racial difference will not only become harder to find but be 
socially irrelevant.11 One heavily circulated piece suggested that these 
demographic trends were being accelerated by online-dating websites and 
apps: “It’s no secret that interracial relationships are trending upward, and 
in a matter of years we’ll have Tindered, OKCupid-ed and otherwise sexed 
ourselves into one giant amalgamated mega-race.”12

Amid all this optimism about a not-too-distant postracial future, we 
have shown throughout this book that race remains a dividing factor in 
the world of online dating. Very little of the racial “happy talk” that accom-
panied some commentators at the time of emancipation or Loving v. 
Virginia or Brown v. Board of Education or the election of Barack Obama 
has yet proven wholly true.13 Can we really expect a near future without 
race when every day we see police brutality against the Black population, 
the mass incarceration of racial minorities, anti-immigrant sentiment, 
blatant White nationalism, and pervasive racial microaggressions? What 
about the digital-sexual racism that we have demonstrated to be so very 
real and consequential in modern dating right this very moment? In this 
chapter we zoom in on the experiences of self-identified multiracials, who 
offer a unique window through which to see how racial hierarchies change 
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and persist over time. But before we can consider how multiracial dating 
patterns prove protective rather than disruptive when it comes to the 
racialized and gendered desirability hierarchies we have tracked through-
out this book, we must ask a rather squishy question: Who, exactly, is 
multiracial?

who is multiracial?

Racial identities are not biological but social constructs—artificial distinc-
tions created by human beings and legitimated through laws, institutions, 
and everyday practices.14 Thus, when entering the terrain of multiracial-
ity, it is important to note that multiracial identities (including variants 
such as mixed-race, hapa, and biracial) are socially constructed too. We 
cannot assume that multiracial identification simply reflects mixed-racial 
parentage. Studies have, in fact, shown the opposite; a 2015 nationally 
representative survey, for instance, shows that about 61 percent of adults 
with a reported mixed-racial background do not consider themselves 
“multiracial.” The same survey finds that multiracial identification is fluid 
and may change over the life course or from one context to the next, in line 
with shifting social forces and new experiences.15

For example, as sociologist Carolyn Liebler finds, children of mixed-
racial parentage are not universally reported by their parents as mixed 
race. Multiracial responses among parents of mixed-race children have 
been relatively common for part-Asian and part-Black children since the 
1980s, whereas part Native Americans are more likely to be identified as 
monoracial (either White, Black, or Native American).16 A person’s self-
identification as multiracial may be shaped by additional social identities 
such as gender, language fluency, religion, or class. In other words, like 
most social identities, multiraciality is situational.17 The increasing multi-
racial population is not only a consequence of intermarriage or interracial 
sex but also a result of changes in the ways people think about and  
measure race—including their own.

Indeed, multiracial formation is mediated by how race is conceived in a 
given sociopolitical context.18 As our historical survey conveys, ante- and 
postbellum miscegenation laws and related modes of racial codification 
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reflected how individual states institutionalized boundaries around 
Whiteness. Racial categories such as negro, mulatto, and quadroon estab-
lished who could access the legal and social privileges of Whiteness and 
who could not. A very different logic was applied to people of mixed-Native 
ancestry. Aiming to diminish collective land rights among Native Americans, 
colonists claimed many individuals with both Native and White ancestry 
were Whites.19 The ability to affirm a mixed-race identity was restricted to 
many throughout history, through formal and informal bureaucratic and 
social measures. Consider Mildred Loving, whom we spoke about in earlier 
chapters. Though the Loving v. Virginia case is typically recast in Black and 
White—that is, Black Mildred Jeter paired with White Richard Loving—
Mildred Loving identified as part Rappahannock Indian in the state of 
Virginia, where the Racial Integrity Act deemed all non-White persons 
“colored.”20 Across cases multiraciality was interpreted selectively as states 
sought to manage, create, diminish, or enforce social difference for all man-
ner of motivations (not least economic and political).21

As Melissa Nobles argues, changes to the 2000 U.S. Census were hard-
won and reflected a new racial moment in which the collection of data 
required formalizing the greater social recognition of multiraciality.22 
Now that the “check all that apply” practice has been adopted by the cen-
sus, surveys, school and job application forms, and many online-dating 
sites, what have we learned? For one, the U.S. Census Bureau reports that, 
in 2010, approximately nine million U.S. Americans, or 3 percent of the 
population, chose two or more racial categories—a 32 percent increase 
over the 2000 census numbers.23 A 2015 Pew Research Center study pro-
vided further insight into the demographic profile of the self-identified 
multiracial population, noting that they are younger than the average U.S. 
American (age nineteen for multiracials compared to thirty-eight for the 
general population); that the vast majority selects only two categories; 
and that the majority of those individuals who choose two categories iden-
tify as part White. Taking into consideration self-reported race and the 
racial backgrounds of parents, White multiracials account for over three-
quarters of the entire U.S. adult multirace population.24

Research also finds significant variation in multiracial groups’ identifi-
cation patterns. Asian groups exhibit strict membership criteria, and, as a 
result, Asians of mixed-racial parentage are less likely than other groups 
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to identify as solely Asian. Increasing intermarriage rates between Whites 
and Asians have fueled growth in this population, with 15 percent of the 
Asian American population reporting a multiracial identification—twice 
the rate among Black Americans.25 The multiraciality related to the grow-
ing Latino/a population is also complex. It was not until 1980 that the 
Latino/a category was included on the U.S. Census, and it is considered as 
an ethnicity, not a race.26 Our analysis considers daters who identify as 
both White and Latino as multiracial to consider whether their dating 
experiences are distinct from those who identify solely as Latino/a.

representing multiracials

Multiraciality has received much greater social recognition in today’s pop-
ular culture. This is in part due to the appreciation for the racial diversity 
in the United States in the post–civil rights era; to an increased respect for 
our right to define ourselves; the rise of multiculturalism; and the activ-
ism of the mixed-race families who seek understanding, recognition, and 
pride in their unique situations. Marketing companies, often a bellwether, 
have clearly begun to feature and target mixed-race individuals and inter-
racial couples, who represent a growing segment of the young middle class 
and respond positively to a more fluid and progressive view of racial iden-
tities.27 Yet however hard media works to depict a postracial era, social 
responses to, for instance, General Mills wordlessly showing a loving mul-
tiracial family in a Cheerios commercial frequently betray the enduring 
strength of race and racism. The marriage of biracial American actress 
Meghan Markle to Britain’s Prince Harry was met by a veritable typhoon 
of media, with some suggesting the incoming Duchess of Essex’s Blackness 
showed the United Kingdom was moving beyond its colonial past. Yet  
this belief overlooks how multiraciality and claims to colorblindness  
have been used as political rhetoric, obscuring racial inequalities and pro-
tecting both Whiteness and the existing racial order.28 In this sense, 
racialized dating and marriage decisions are neither indicative nor reflec-
tive of racial politics—they are shunted, instead, into narratives of liberal 
individualism.
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The fashion industry is another domain in which postracial multira-
cialism has been foregrounded. Today racially ambiguous bodies are  
frequently ideal models, “perfect” in the sense that they cultivate a simul-
taneously diverse yet still inaccessible look. The most sought-after models 
are often those with “unique” phenotypical combinations such as light 
eyes and dark skin or freckles and curly or coiled hair.29 Here we see that 
to be both multiracial and beautiful requires exoticism; to be perfectly 
racially ambiguous means to possess embodied racialized visibility.

Scholars point out that the admiration of multiracial women “functions 
alongside the denigration of Blackness,” in that young, mixed-raced 
women are often portrayed more positively than Black women with darker 
skin.30 This cultural representation vacillates between two polar ends 
anchored by gendered Whiteness and minority monoraciality. To be mul-
tiracial or racially ambiguous is not the same as being White, nor is it the 
same as being Black. The social picture of multiraciality involves a par-
ticular mixture of characteristics from both ends that, when together, cre-
ate something distinctive—so long as features associated with Blackness 
are deemphasized.

Multiracial women also receive far more attention from both scholars 
and media than do multiracial men.31 Emergent studies, however, suggest 
that multiracial men fall under a specific gaze that also imbues their bod-
ies with exoticness and desirability.32 Indeed, in our contemporary cele-
bration of racial mixedness and the increasing diversification of the U.S. 
racial landscape, multiracial men appear poised to join women in their 
media representation as desirable and unique.

This is evident in the social media storm around Jeremy Meeks, a man 
whose 2014 mugshot from an arrest on possession of a firearm and grand 
theft was posted by the Stockton, California, police to Facebook. The 
photo went viral, and Meeks, later convicted on both charges, was dubbed 
the “hot felon.” With both Black and White heritages, his “unique” and 
“intriguing” looks, apparently, outshined his criminal record. As soon as 
he finished his twenty-seven-month sentence, Meeks became a model and 
rocketed straight into the fashion world. Far from being postracial, Jeremy 
Meeks’s case highlights that seeing race is central to contemporary multi-
racial formations and racialized desirability.
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positioning multiraciality in cyberspace

Our research suggests that, when it comes to dating, fascinations with 
multiraciality not only carry over but follow the very specific digital-sexual 
racism patterns we have identified in earlier chapters. The centrality of 
White preference and anti-Blackness come into clearer focus as we con-
sider the experiences of multiracial daters.

White multiracials, for instance, are treated more favorably by Whites 
in online dating than are single-race minorities.33 White straight women—
who respond to White men but rarely Black, Asian, and Latino men—
demonstrate a greater willingness to date Asian-White, Latino-White, 
and, to some extent, Black-White multiracial men; that is, White women 
see White multiracial men as much more desirable than monoracial 
minorities. This is remarkable, considering White women are most dis-
criminatory in their dating patterns (chapter 4).

The fact that generally exclusionary White women are relatively open to 
White multiracials could have several drivers. It could be, for instance, that 
the Whiteness provides a sense of familiarity or that these men’s proximity 
to White masculinity outweighs concerns over their “otherness.” If we con-
sider how hegemonic ideologies of “ideal” or “normal” masculinity are 
often conferred to White heterosexual men, alongside the prevalence of 
controlling images of Asian men as “effeminate” and “nerdy,” it is reason-
able to speculate that White multiraciality symbolically Whitens prospec-
tive Asian multiracial partners enough for them to be seen as adequately 
attractive by White women.34 Amanda, a straight White twenty-one-year-
old college student, told us in an interview, “I think [I’m] more open to a 
White multiracial guy than a non-White guy altogether. I don’t know why; 
I just think I would be.” The inclusion of Whiteness seems to provide 
Amanda a mysterious assurance: they are still at least a little White.

Whiteness also elevates the status of multiracial women among White 
men. In chapter 4 we show that White men send messages mostly to 
White women, followed by Latina and Asian women. They rarely contact 
Black women. Figure 8.1 shows that multiracial women slot in among 
Asian and Latina women in the desirability rankings. Multiracial women 
are not as sought after as White women but certainly receive more mes-
sages from White men than Black women do. The clear distinction made 
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by White men between Black-White and Black women is striking, show-
ing how they privilege Whiteness over Blackness and treat Black-White 
women as an in-between group.35 The penalty of being Black seems to be 
partly canceled out by the premium of being part White.36

Thus far, much of the story we have recounted has assumed a White 
gaze. Looking beyond Whites’ preferences, we see that straight minority 
women also grant White biracial men an elevated status. For Asian, Black, 

Figure 8.1. White Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging Multiracial Daters versus 
Single Race Daters. The estimates depict the relative likelihood of messaging non-
White daters compared with monoracial White daters among White daters, adjusted 
for other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence intervals. 
Interacting with monoracial White daters is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything 
above 1.0 shows a greater relative probability of messaging non-White dater than a 
White dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online table O.9  
(at www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458) for full estimates.
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and Latino/a straight daters, a comparison of interactions with same-race 
minority daters, Whites, and the multiracial daters who identify with both 
is instructive. Figure 8.2 shows that Asian men treat Asian-White and 
Asian women similarly, while sending the fewest messages to White 
women.37 In contrast, Asian women respond most frequently to Asian-
White multiracial men, followed by Whites, then Asians.

Latino men are similar to Asian men; they contact Latina-White and 
Latina women at equal rates, while sending messages to White women 
somewhat less frequently (see figure 8.3).38 Latinas, like many other 
minority women, see same-race multiracial men as preferable to both 
White and same-race monoracial men. They respond to more messages 

Figure 8.2. Asian Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging White or Asian-White 
Daters versus Asian Daters. The estimates depict the relative likelihood of sending 
messages to White or Asian-White daters compared with Asian daters among Asian 
daters, adjusted for other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent 
confidence intervals. Sending to Asian daters is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything 
above 1.0 shows a greater relative probability of messaging a White or Asian-White 
dater than an Asian-White dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. 
See online table O.9 for full estimates.

0.0

Asian White

Asian men sending

Asian-White

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

0.0

Asian White

Asian women responding

Asian-White

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0



  p o s t r a c i a l  m u l t i r a c i a l i s m  201

sent by Latino-White multiracial men than to those sent by White and 
Latino men.

Although large confidence intervals prevent definitive conclusions,  
figure 8.4 also illustrates that Black men appear to send messages more 
often to Black-White and monoracial Black women, and, like other multi-
racial men, send the fewest messages to White women.39 Figure 8.4 sug-
gests that Black women, like other minority women, prefer White and 
Black-White men to Black monoracial men. Taken together we spot a 
clear gender difference: minority men afford White multiraciality and 
minority monoraciality equal prestige in online dating and are less likely 
to contact White women by comparison. Minority women, on the other 

Figure 8.3. Latino/a Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging White or 
Latino/a-White Daters versus Latino/a Daters. The estimates depict the relative 
likelihood of messaging White or Latino/a-White daters compared with Latino/a 
daters among Latino/a daters, adjusted for other observed characteristics. The lines 
depict 95 percent confidence intervals. Messaging Latino/a daters is indicated by an 
odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 shows a greater relative probability of messaging a 
White or Latino/a-White dater than a Latino/a-White dater; anything below 1.0 
indicates a lesser probability. See online table O.9 for full estimates.
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hand, generally privilege multiraciality and Whiteness over minority 
monoracial identities.

Why do minority women privilege Whiteness to a greater extent? As we 
have discussed throughout, it is certain that the decision of whom to date 
and marry has been far more consequential historically for women than 
for men. This may be particularly true among immigrant women, for 
whom intermarriage with Whites may offer a shorter pathway to cultural 
assimilation in the United States. Minority women’s preference for White-
multiracial men over minority monoracial men may be shaped by similar 
status processes. However, as we argue next, White and minority daters 
may also find mixed-race people especially desirable in online dating, 

Figure 8.4. Black Daters’ Relative Likelihood of Messaging White or Black-White 
Daters versus Black Daters. The estimates depict the relative likelihood of messaging 
White or Black-White daters compared with Black daters among Black daters, 
adjusted for other observed characteristics. The lines depict 95 percent confidence 
intervals. Messaging Black daters is indicated by an odds of 1.0. Anything above 1.0 
shows a greater relative probability of messaging a White or Black-White dater than a 
Black-White dater; anything below 1.0 indicates a lesser probability. See online table 
O.9 for full estimates.
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given the digitized emphasis on racial markers on dating profiles and the 
cultural stereotypes associated with racial mixedness.

multiracial dissection and exoticization

Existing research has illustrated that people assign attractiveness to mul-
tiracial women and men because their “looks” disrupt a clean division 
between the assumed polarity of monoracial identities.40 The tendency is 
also observed among our monoracial interviewees, who often sensational-
ized mixed-race individuals’ phenotype as they perused online-dating  
profiles. As they explained, they feel that mixed-race individuals possessed 
a “unique” and desirable look, something that they could admire by zero-
ing in on the electric array of profile pictures that adorned their dating 
profile.

Derick, a straight Black man, said of mixed-race people,

For me I think they’re getting the best features of both worlds. A lot of times 
it’s with the eyes. . . . It’s like one of my friends—he was biracial, and it was 
always about his eyes. He looked Black, but then he had these piercing green 
eyes. It’s very defined. I think because it’s so defined, like a husky, where 
those blue eyes, they’re like really sharp. You can see it. Also, with a mix, a 
body with a color that’s perfect. Very tan, brown skin.

Derick’s observation indicates that multiracial individuals are often sub-
jected to a very specific racialized gaze, a detective game assigning fea-
tures to Blackness or Whiteness. The process obviously objectifies the 
bodies of multiracial individuals. Derick goes so far as to compare his bira-
cial friend to a carefully bred dog, due to the sharp contrast between his 
“look” of Blackness and his “piercing green eyes.” In her interviews with 
multiracial boys, Alyssa Newman illuminates similar patterns of “racial 
dissection” applied to multiracial boys’ bodies, as they attempt to name 
the racial origin of each feature.41 From Derick’s point of view, his friend’s 
attractiveness comes not from his proximity to Whiteness but his disrup-
tion of ordinary Blackness. Notably, Derick is heterosexual, yet he subjects 
his friend to this racial gaze and fascination. The appraisal of multiracial 
people appears to transcend gender and sexual orientation.
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Our multiracial interviewees were well aware of this type of objectifica-
tion they experienced while using online-dating websites or apps. Some 
unabashedly confirmed that they believed they possessed “unique” or 
“interesting” arrays of phenotypic traits, from eye shape to eye color, lip 
fullness, hair texture, bone structure, breast size, and the size and shape of 
thighs and buttocks. Sonya identifies as White and Latina, and she seemed 
proud of the remarks men made about her physical traits when they mes-
saged her:

I got a lot of comments about my eyes, ’cause I have very light-green,  
interesting-colored eyes. And so, a lot of people complimented me on that. 
That was, I would say, the main physical appearance. Yeah. Or sometimes 
my lips too, because I have pretty big lips, which I think might be a part of 
my Brazilian heritage. Definitely from my dad’s side, but yeah. I feel like 
White girls tend to have smaller lips.

And Kayla, a bisexual woman with one Black and one White parent, said,

I think the way I look is what is appealing to men. I’m kind of tan. I don’t 
know. You saw me for five seconds. I have bright-green eyes, and I’m kind  
of tan, so I think the juxtaposition of my skin color and my eye color. I get a 
lot of comments about, “You have really beautiful eyes” or “You have really 
nice eyes.”

The narrative of multiracial desirability has the buy-in of some multiracial 
individuals—in ways that can be deployed as pride, to be sure—and it 
shows that socially racialized images of mixed bodies have a deep impact 
on their dating lives. Sonya’s and Kayla’s accounts both center men’s sexual 
fascination, but they also clearly show that these women play the game 
when it comes to assigning their phenotypical characteristics to one paren-
tal lineage over the other. It is the combination of Sonya’s “Brazilian” lips 
and her “light-green, interesting-colored eyes,” and Kayla’s juxtaposition of 
her skin color and eye color that signify their attractive multiraciality. In 
the process of explaining their uniqueness or exoticness, they unwittingly 
reified the controlling images that link race and physical features along a 
continuum of desirability.

Though some of our multiracial participants did not mind exotification 
when it was dressed in a compliment, some, however, definitely consid-
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ered it problematic. Stacy, a Taiwanese-White bisexual who identifies as 
Hapa on her profile, explained that she began to reject being called “exotic” 
as she aged: “They meant it as just, ‘you’re beautiful, you don’t fit how 
other people look like around you.’ So, when I was younger, I accepted that 
term. Now as an adult, I don’t like that word ’cause I don’t want to be 
labeled as ‘exotic,’ which means ‘the other.’ ” When her parents called her 
exotic as a child, it was an innocent gesture, but being labeled exotic made 
Stacy feel alienated as an adult. Anthony, a multiracial queer man, 
described his discomfort with the constant racial dissection he experi-
enced, on and offline. The intersection of his Black and Vietnamese 
American backgrounds often elicited intense erotic interest from monora-
cial men who, upon learning he was multiracial, made a game of spotting 
his “Asian” characteristics such as his eyes or hair. Part of their interest in 
him, Anthony suspected, had to do with the ways in which both Blackness 
and Asianness are racially objectified within the queer community, often 
placed at two poles on a spectrum of masculinity. As he explained to us, 
the hyperfocus on his multiraciality acted as a sort of “veil” between him 
and others. It felt unavoidable that men would see him through a racial-
ized lens.

Seila, a Black and White twenty-four-year-old multiracial dater, echoed 
Anthony when it came to the contradictions that accompany the game of 
multiracial dissection. In her view being seen primarily through the racial-
ized and sexualized “exotic” lens makes her feel others do not truly care to 
know her:

People I meet on apps will kind of tell me that I look exotic and also further 
on when we meet up and get to know each other. People kind of think that 
mixed-race people are more exotic, which is weird, because what is exotic? 
Foreign? You can be mixed and American. Yeah, I think it’s like the mix of 
my features, but I don’t really like the term exotic, because I think that being 
exotic is sort of seductive, because it’s like there’s so much currency in being 
so attractive, but so foreign, but you kind of have to sacrifice your genuine-
ness to be exotic. Once you’re known, you’re no longer exotic, because being 
exotic is beautiful and far away. I would much rather be genuine and known 
rather than being exotic.

Seila feels that her U.S. identity is muted as she is cast as foreign and 
other. These feelings of being unseen yet hyperseen, known and unknown, 
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U.S. American yet foreign harken back to sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois’s 
theory of double consciousness, or the sensation that one’s identity is 
divided into several parts. In this case the near-constant racial dissection 
and exotification of their bodies made it difficult for multiracial daters to 
have one unified identity. They seemed to believe it was inevitable that 
they would be perceived through others’ fragmented racialized and gen-
dered frames.

your categories,  my choices

Throughout this book we have shown that White men are most favored in 
online dating, with Black women and men excluded by non-White and 
White daters alike. These hierarchies fit fairly neatly with many of the 
historical racialized and gendered attitudes about courtship we covered in 
earlier chapters. But at the very beginning of this chapter, we asked 
whether multiracialism heralds a transcendence, reinforcement, or altera-
tion of racial hierarchies. As much of this book has illustrated, racialized 
and gendered hierarchies don’t exist in the abstract. They are reinforced in 
interaction and are in many ways amplified in the cyber context of online 
dating, where digital-sexual racism is naturalized through the ideology of 
personal preference. If we believe that people have agency in determining 
whom they wish to date, we cannot ignore how the privileged status 
afforded to White men and women is created, in part, by the exclusionary 
preferences groups enact while perusing online-dating profiles. Indeed, 
though the structure of dating apps may facilitate exclusion, there’s a face 
behind every swipe, like, and ignored message. Multiracials participate in 
this process by accommodating, internalizing, and sometimes resisting 
the racialized and gendered desirability hierarchies that are propagated by 
society as they look for romance.

Many of our multiracial participants espoused liberal or color-blind 
attitudes about racial preferences, claiming an openness to dating people 
of most backgrounds, given their own mixed-racial parentage. However, 
they seemed particularly interested in other multiracials. They described 
the various strategies they used to highlight their racial and ethnic selves 
in dating apps and websites. When they use apps that do not allow users 
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to self-identify by race, such as Bumble, multiracial respondents indicated 
their racial and ethnic background combination to others by stating them 
in their bios or by including signifiers such as national flags. In this sense 
online dating may be useful for mixed-race individuals, who may be espe-
cially interested in connecting with people who share a mixed-racial back-
ground. For example, Kayla, a Black-White woman from the South, felt 
that multiracial Black men might have a shared understanding around 
identity and her existence in a racial “liminal space”:

I feel like sometimes I get mixed guys who are similar to me, where they feel 
like they’re in this sort of liminal space between groups. . . . I will say that 
I’m more attracted to mixed men because I do, I guess, project that they 
might be able to understand my racial experiences better, and also they 
might have a more flexible perception of race, where there’s not things we 
can and can’t do, because they’re prescribed or not endorsed by one racial 
group. That’s really important to me, in terms of the way I interact with the 
world. I kind of want someone who’s also kind of flexible in that way.

Mixed-race daters showed us that others’ racial identities could be espe-
cially important for people unlikely to meet many matches who are also 
mixed race. Sociologist Chandra Waring refers to the flexibility Kayla 
described as “racial capital,” or the “repertoire of racial resources (knowledge, 
experiences, meaning, and language) that biracial Americans draw upon to 
negotiate or cope with racial boundaries in a highly racialized society.” 42 In 
Kayla’s view similar amounts of “racial capital” signal higher compatibility.

Stephen, a queer Latino-Black multiracial dater, met his current part-
ner, who was also mixed race, through online dating. Like Kayla, he 
explained that their shared background was a sort of shortcut when they 
first started dating. Specifically, Stephen and his partner both knew what 
it was like to be racially identified by outsiders while not feeling fully 
attached to in-group ethnic markers, such as the ability to speak their par-
ents’ ethnic language: “He doesn’t speak Chinese, similarly with him 
where I don’t speak Spanish. In many ways we’re very similar, and maybe 
that is a very latent influence in why I was attracted to him as a partner, 
actually now that I think about it.”

Multiracial daters also shared a common aversion toward daters who 
openly espoused racial preferences or “types.” Stephen said that when he 
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encountered profiles with such preferences, “I read it as arrogance. I see it 
as this person deciding that they have this authority or judgment over 
people in a way that to me is not right. You’re equals. You’re human as 
well.” Many other mixed-race respondents were dismayed that race should 
matter so much to some daters. Rodrigo, a heterosexual respondent with 
a Mexican father and White mother, had issues with explicit racial prefer-
ences too, taking pains to explain that was true regardless of whether his 
racial background was favored:

Either way it’s problematic to me, and I see it as red flag when I hear that 
someone “isn’t interested in X”—even if I qualify as X, even if I don’t qualify 
as X. If a woman says, “I’m not interested in Black guys.” That’s an automatic 
no for me. Even if they’re just saying that because they’re just not attracted 
to Black people in some way, it just raises way too many questions in my 
mind. It just tells me something I can’t help but find kind of ugly about 
them. Whether their preference is born out of aesthetic preference or actual 
animus or fear of certain people, it tells me that they’re not—at best, they’re 
not open, or familiar enough with other people. That there’s a close-mind-
edness about them. That turns me off.

Rodrigo was not looking for someone who was open to his racial back-
ground but one who was open to all racial backgrounds. Indeed, while 
many of our single-race respondents took issue with exclusionary racial 
preferences, multiracial respondents were different in using “racial open-
ness” as part of their vetting strategy. This was especially true among 
queer daters who were well versed in an array of pervasive racial codes (no 
“spice,” “rice,” or “chicken”) as well as explicit racial preferences (“no 
Blacks”) on dating apps.

Anthony, Black and Asian, reflected on anti-Blackness on queer dating 
apps:

I think red flags for me are folks that are explicitly discriminatory or list their 
preferences in their bio. One of the worst things, one of the grievous things 
I’ve seen is literally, not the explicit anti-Blackness, but explicit yet implicit 
anti-Blackness. They’ll literally say, “into Whites, Latinos, Asians.” So basi-
cally no Black, but they’re not saying it. I think it’s implicit, which is trifling. 
So there is the argument that you’re attracted to what you’re attracted to, but 
to have that in your bio is excessive. Right? I mean, in an ideal world, my idea 
would be that race isn’t a factor as far as attractiveness. I’m kind of being 
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brought up on Magic School Bus and Power Rangers—the idea that every-
one’s special in their own way. Nine times out of ten, you’re gonna find some-
one who’s attractive that’s of the race that you don’t immediately care for.

To Anthony, stating racial “preferences” was not just an expression of indi-
viduality. It was a way to perpetuate the worldview that some people were 
less desirable than others. Pro-Black and pro-Asian discourses were, for 
him, as problematic as anti-Blackness in that they were too narrow-
minded for a progressive conversation about race. This attitude was cer-
tainly distinct from what we generally heard from some Black women and 
men, who leveraged pro-Black discourses and “dating Black” as forms of 
racial resistance.

At face value an affinity toward other multiracial daters and opposition 
to explicit racial preferences are two sides of the same progressive coin. 
Yet this does not mean that multiracials operate outside of the dominant 
racial hierarchies, particularly when it comes to anti-Blackness. Indeed, 
many of the multiracial daters we interviewed avoided Blacks, despite 
having experienced racial marginalization themselves. For example, 
George described himself as very “pro-Black” and indicated that he ignores 
any White women who appear to less race conscious. As he put it,

No Beckys, none of that. Any White woman that I can just see right off the bat, 
if she’s wearing a cowboy hat and a USA bikini, I’m like, “You’re not going to 
understand nothing about my life.” But if they’ve got pictures of them hanging 
out with a multicultural, multiracial group of people . . . well, now I can get to 
know them and at least know that they’re not avoidant of melanin.

Even so George rarely dated Black women. When we asked why he usually 
dated White and Latina women, he said it likely came from his insecurity 
in his own multiracial Blackness:

I feel like because I’m half Black, I feel intimidated sometimes by Black 
women because I’m like, “Well, shit.” I feel like I’m going to be just seen as a 
fraud or whatever, which is dumb, I know. I’m more, I guess, hesitant 
because I don’t want to provide a watered-down Black person to somebody 
who I feel is deserving of a strong culture behind them. I don’t have any 
aversion, but I’ve always been like, “I don’t know. I just don’t know if I am 
Black enough.” It’s easier—I am like the Blackest between me and my girl-
friend, who is Latin.
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George’s explanation was puzzling. He located himself as the product of 
interracial intimacy between a Black man and a White women, and he 
rejected racial exclusivity. He carefully examined other daters’ responses 
to one popular dating app’s questions, like one that asked whether they 
were only willing to date someone of the same race. “If they say yes, I hit 
no,” he said, “because that lets me know right off the bat. . . . I want you to 
see my color, and I want you to not care.” Still George did not feel he was 
adequately Black enough for Black women, who were likely to share simi-
lar views about race. George’s view that Black women deserve a “truly 
Black” man seems to resonate with the “pluralistic ignorance” we dis-
cussed in chapter 5, whereby White men may assume that Black women 
have no interest in them.43 George’s own racial status as an intermediary 
compounded his assumption because he felt like a “fraud” who was not 
truly Black. Yet George never explained why he was White or Latino 
enough to date White and Latina women. In that light his reason for not 
dating Black women sounded more like an “it’s not you, it’s me” excuse.

Among multiracial women daters, we see similar patterns of digital-
sexual racism and reinforcement of the desirability hierarchies we have 
tracked throughout this book. Just like the Asian and Latina women we 
interviewed, multiracial women described avoiding dating Blacks to pre-
vent familial dispute. For example, Linda, a Black-White multiracial dater 
who dated primarily multiracial men and lighter-skinned Black men, said 
that anti-Blackness permeated her family:

I think my family is really strange, because we’re an interracial family, but I 
definitely have anxieties about bringing home someone who’s not just Black 
but also darker skinned. Like my mom being from Haiti where colorism is 
very prevalent, I think she’s definitely internalized that. I think she would 
much prefer me to bring a mixed guy home than someone who’s monoracial 
Black. I’ve also heard my dad make comments, like, “We don’t care who you 
date, but just don’t bring someone home dark as charcoal.” I feel like they 
wouldn’t want me to date someone Black. . . . Yeah, I think my parents 
would prefer me dating someone mixed, White, or foreign.

Linda’s mother was a light-skinned Black woman from the Caribbean who 
told Linda since childhood that she was multiracial and different from 
other Black kids in the neighborhood.44 Linda understood that she was 
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different not only because she had a White father but also because she was 
“upper middle class,” and her parents conflated African American’s 
Blackness with lower-class behaviors.

The desirability premium received by multiracial women may also lead 
them to identify with Whiteness. Helena, a university student who identi-
fies as multiracial, Brazilian, and Jewish, was raised in a diverse city in the 
western United States, and she remembered vividly how “the hot, popular 
White girls” were pursued during high school. She and her racially diverse 
group of friends, on the other hand, were ignored. It wasn’t until she 
entered college that Helena felt more attractive. Dating apps offered her 
even more confidence. Up until she met her White boyfriend online, she 
told us, she matched with White men about “60 percent” of the time and 
rarely dated Asian and Black men. But she had a gnawing sense of guilt 
that came with all of her left swipes:

I feel like I sort of defaulted to White, even though I grew up somewhere 
super diverse. Then every once in a while, I would be like, “Oh, shit. I’m 
swiping on all these White guys. I should reset my filter.” But, yeah, I feel like 
that was sort of the subconscious default. . . . I have this . . . “I’m not racist” 
inner monologue, so I should swipe on more Black guys.

Helena didn’t provide any real reason for excluding Black men, and 
later, as if to show that she wasn’t anti-Black, she added that she hadn’t 
wanted to date Asian men either. Here she evoked frequent stereotypes, 
speculating that Asian men on the apps were “the nerdy type of Asian guy 
who plays video games and is sort of dorky and wears sneakers.” She 
added, “There’s kind of a type that you could kind of see and maybe not 
consciously think, but kind of figure out. So, I don’t find myself attracted 
to that kind.” For Helena, the ease by which she could filter out or ignore 
the “undesirable” groups from her dating universe was not an extension of 
racial animus but rather a matter of her personal preference—something 
that the digitized context of dating apps allows her carry out in private.

No one living in a society so saturated with racial hierarchy and distinc-
tion is immune to internalizing and reproducing the pervasive controlling 
images and stereotypes assigned to minority femininity and masculinity. 
Likewise, though our multiracial respondents described their personal 
racialized preferences as a private matter of individual choice, many of 
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their narratives reflected the ways personal preferences are shaped by 
racial hierarchy. For example, Sai, a nineteen-year-old South Asian–White 
multiracial man who self-identified as politically liberal, indicated that he 
was most interested in pairing with White women or East Asian women. 
Sai did not find Indian women like his mother attractive for dating—he 
wanted to hook up with less conservative women, he said—but they were 
appropriate for marriage. He had little to no interest in Black and Latina 
women and used “ghetto” stereotypes when he talked about Black women, 
in particular. “They are loud,” he argued. “They tend to do things like 
drugs, just trashy.” Sai lived in a diverse city and admitted that he often 
matched with Black and Latina women. “Latina women are fifty–fifty,” he 
added. “Half the time they are the most hardworking people I know, but 
the other half of the time they are trashy or ghetto.” Like others we inter-
viewed, Sai claimed a liberal political identity yet drew from a color-blind 
logic of cultural racism to reconcile his stated public views with the digi-
tized sexual racism of his intimate life.

What do these findings tell us about the future of a multiracial United 
States? We find it doubtful that even a demographic shift rendering 
Whites a minority will easily or quickly upend White supremacy. To some 
extent multiracials with a White racial background enjoy an elevated sta-
tus in online dating. According to the behavioral data we discussed earlier 
in this chapter, White multiracial men’s association with Whiteness makes 
them more appealing to White and minority women than are minority 
men. Multiracial women’s minority identity also makes them as attractive 
as minority monoracial women to minority men. Yet our interview data 
tell a deeper, more sobering story. Given that single-race respondents’ per-
ceptions of multiraciality as attractive often rested on preconceived 
notions of monoracial bodies with distinct racial characteristics and 
boundaries, multiracial desirability is systematically linked to monoracial 
minority stigmatization. Moreover, the exoticization of multiraciality is 
itself a form of racialization and othering that limits the acknowledge-
ment of multiracials’ full personhood.

Even multiracial daters are prey to the desirability hierarchies so perva-
sive among single-race daters. Relatively more open in theory, they may 
nonetheless consciously or unconsciously avoid dating Blacks in practice. 
Thus, the growth of the multiracial population will not be the “end  
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of race.” It may, instead, represent a greater diversification of the racial 
middle, with even more people distancing from Blackness. These findings 
are consistent with a triracial system in which multiracials are positioned 
as an interstitial category.45 Particularly those with some White ancestry 
find they possess greater privilege than minority monoracials, especially 
Blacks, even if they cannot access the complete privilege of Whiteness.46 
And that is, apparently, enough to acquiesce to White supremacy.
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In this book we have traced the history of race and gender’s instrumental 
roles in organizing romance in the United States, showing how the digi-
talization of courtship has introduced a new manifestation of racism in 
the form of online racial preference. We took a deep dive into the online-
dating experiences of major ethnic-racial groups, seeking to understand 
the contours of current trends. Everyone has a story to tell, yet one thing 
was clear as we teased out messaging data from a major online-dating 
platform and interviewed daters around the country: race cuts across gen-
der and sexual orientation, playing a more fundamental role in our roman-
tic lives than just about any other characteristic. Our decisions about 
whom we approach and whom we avoid are directed by race, whether we 
know it or not. Race shades how we are perceived and treated by others. It 
often predicts the dates we go on and the relationships that might develop. 
It drives our anxieties about the real reasons others pursue or reject us. It 
confuses. It angers. It frustrates. And, occasionally, it makes us wonder 
whether we are as open-minded as we would like to think. The commodi-
fication of people in online dating has made it efficient and even conven-
ient to categorize—and exclude—according to someone’s race.

Conclusion
abolishing the dating divide
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It is all too apparent that we are not living in a “postracial” world; in 
fact, the migration to online courtship so far seems to be remiring us in  
a new form of romantic apartheid. We make all kinds of romantic  
judgements based on the intersection of race and gender, some explicit, 
some implicit. For instance, many people we spoke to are aware that they 
avoid certain ethnic-racial groups in dating, but they see this as a simple 
matter of ineffable personal attraction. These same individuals believe 
race should play no part in selecting friends, colleagues, neighbors, or  
customers, but their conviction disappears when it comes to intimate 
partners: racial identity trumps almost everything else known to be 
important to assortative mating. This is a sobering finding, for racial  
preferences appear inconsequential only for those who benefit from the 
status quo.

Aside from an alarming and vocal minority, relatively few U.S. 
Americans today will openly proclaim a wish to preserve “racial purity,” yet 
centuries of racial division and oppression inescapably shape our notions 
of sexual desirability. The racial segregation of schools and communities, 
for example, determine whom we see as foreign and whom we see as 
familiar. Such discrimination is also hardwired into mainstream cultural 
media, and so we are saturated with often-negative and inaccurate repre-
sentations of racial and ethnic minorities and the repeated racialized 
assignation of beauty to lighter, Whiter people over others.

Above all, people’s willingness to uncritically apply racial preferences to 
dating is perpetuated by a lack of frank public acknowledgement of race 
as a force in our private lives. Our instincts and “tastes” are supposedly as 
unique as we are—others should not question them, and many believe we 
can trust them. Some may ask defensively, Shouldn’t we have the right to 
choose based on our desires? But if intimate preferences are so individu-
alistic and mysterious, why are they so similar and predictable? Our  
analyses showed over and over that race was crucially important in mate 
selection, carrying the boundaries of the past into the era of personal 
choice. White daters are presented with the most options, and minorities 
the least. Black men and women face the most pronounced exclusion in 
online dating. The intersection of race and gender is also salient in this 
setting, earning White men universal acceptance from women, and Black 
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women frequent rejections from everyone but Black men. We are in a new 
era of digital-sexual racism.

This new form of racial “choice” is pervasive regardless of sexual orien-
tation. Gay men are similar to straight women in their default preference 
for Whiteness, while lesbians’ preferences align with straight men, who 
prefer to contact daters from their own in-groups first. In other words, 
Whiteness, at least sexually and romantically, is most valued when it goes 
hand in hand with masculinity. By contrast, though White women may be 
the most discriminatory in online dating, White femininity lacks the sex-
ual allure of White masculinity. Furthermore, despite the commonly held 
belief that gay people are more open-minded racially than straight people, 
their racial preferences are as strong as their straight counterparts’. Gay 
and lesbian Americans are not immune to hegemonic White supremacy 
and anti-Blackness, with the sole exception of Black gay men, who are 
more open to dating all races and display no apparent special treatment 
toward Whites.

It would still be foolish to declare that racial discrimination in dating is 
identical to other forms of discrimination. It can never be addressed in the 
same ways we try to mitigate unequal access to housing, jobs, and educa-
tion. Yet it would be equally foolish to declare that this discrimination is 
unrelated to larger patterns of racial oppression in society. As we have 
argued, fears around interracial intimacy have always been central to 
White resistance to the expansion of civil rights. The aversion to inter-
racial sex was so ingrained in White society that antimiscegenation laws 
were deprioritized in the civil rights agenda. Now, five decades after these 
laws were deemed unconstitutional, our intimate lives remain segregated. 
The atomization and informalization of intimate life, from one centered 
around family and friends to one emphasizing spontaneity and individu-
alism, should set the stage for more inclusive intimacy. Why hasn’t it?

We find that dating is a final frontier of race in the United States, where 
overt racism is still pervasive and largely accepted. Race continues to place 
constraints, both external and internal, in our searches for partners. We do 
race, borrowing, constructing, and reinforcing boundaries to distinguish 
certain “racialized strangers” from others whom we might find safer, sex-
ier, or even better conduits to upward mobility. And we often do it without 
realizing that’s what’s going on. Dating websites became a laboratory for 
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this book. Combing through their data and talking to their users allowed 
us to observe the prevalence of racial preferences in the United States. As 
an extension of the intense commercialization of intimacy and the indi-
vidual that began in the twentieth century, online dating has introduced a 
mass dating market marked by pronounced objectification and dehumani-
zation. This new dynamic manifests itself in particularly pernicious ways 
when it comes to race, forming a new digital-sexual racism.

Yet we can imagine a world in which online-dating sites become power-
ful agents for social change. In these apps and on the platforms, we find 
one of the only spaces in the United States where daters have access to 
millions of others of different racial backgrounds. Online dating has infi-
nitely expanded the options for daters with more inclusive preferences. 
The screening questions and filtering options available in online dating 
are also one place that young people begin to contemplate and confront 
racial preferences in a supposedly “color-blind” country. Their unambigu-
ous selections—to accept or reject all profiles marked with specific racial 
categories—has led an entire generation of U.S. Americans to confront the 
poignant racial discrimination they experience and enforce in other 
domains.1 Beneath progressive identities, people sifting through hundreds 
and thousands of profiles find an uncomfortable trove of racial biases.

The U.S. racial hierarchy is poised to undergo an unavoidable and fun-
damental shift as the non-White population expands and their intermar-
riage blurs boundaries. We can see as much in the resurgence of White 
nationalism and anti-immigrant rhetoric: where there is no threat, there 
is no need for such ugly protectionism. Yet our analysis suggests that the 
hierarchy is more likely to be restructured than dismantled. Minority 
women’s acceptance of White men over others, combined with pervasive 
gendered anti-Blackness across demographic groups, indicates that cen-
turies-old polarizing forces may not reverse course quickly, even with dra-
matic demographic changes.

an agent of change

Charlotte is a fifty-year-old White woman in a long-term relationship with 
Marcos, a Latino man she met on a dating website. Were it not for online 
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dating, Charlotte told us, she would not be in an interethnic relation-
ship—if they’d met out and about in the world, Marco might have seemed 
too different for them to have anything in common. But chatting online 
first eased the way:

Oh, but you know, well, we are different. We’re different, but we’re similar. 
So, until you actually get past that initial thinking that you’re different, to 
see, you have to have that avenue to realize that you’re not so different. And 
that’s where online, I would think that more, over time, more interethnic 
relationships will end up happening.

This is social-contact theory at work: people who are not exposed to one 
another in everyday life assume they are incompatible. People who come 
into contact with people unlike themselves generally find that’s not true.

Sam, a White student, observed how even college settings, known to 
promote higher interracial contact, still tend to isolate racial groups. Dating 
apps helped Sam and other students get past these racial boundaries:

I think most people tend to stick within their groups, and their groups tend 
to be pretty racially segregated. . . . But, on Tinder, I’ve actually matched 
with a bunch of Black women before. I’ve engaged them in conversation, 
and we’ve just conversated. I hadn’t conversated with any Black women 
here. Black men, yeah, but not Black women.

The internet provides an alternative space that disrupts White daters like 
Sam’s and Charlotte’s habitual, quotidian segregation.

Likewise, Keisha, a Black woman, had joined the sites specifically look-
ing for a Black partner, but that soon changed: “Through the whole online-
dating process I had a chance to see a lot of different cultures, things that 
I wasn’t used to.” She ended up dating Indian, Latino, and White men in 
addition to Black men. Later she reflected that, prior to her online-dating 
experiences, “I felt like I was doing the same thing, watching the same 
places, many of the same type of people, whereas with online dating, you 
get to actually, you know, reach out to different races and cultures that you 
didn’t think about before.” By the time of our interview, Keisha was in a 
relationship with a Black man she met online but said she appreciated how 
the experience provided her with the opportunity to meet others she might 
not have ordinarily had the opportunity to connect with.
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A recent study confirms that racial exogamy is more prevalent among 
daters who met online compared to many other meeting contexts.2 This 
is the case for both short-term relationships and committed relationships 
that have lasted at least five years. Another study finds similar results  
for interracial marriage, with computer simulations based on recent 
trends revealing that online dating is highly correlated with a sudden 
recent increase in interracial marriages.3 The authors optimistically con-
clude that online dating is likely to promote near-complete racial 
integration.

These encouraging results may seem inconsistent with the stark racial 
discrimination presented in this book, but the argument is not that online 
dating eradicates racial prejudice. Rather, the internet can facilitate inter-
racial relationships for those with preexisting inclusive preferences, and 
the increase of interracial couples could, perhaps, slowly change the minds 
of those with more restrictive preferences. Online dating and the behavior 
it cultivates is not very different from other types of union formation 
throughout U.S. history. The major difference is that the internet could 
free individuals from physical boundaries and expand their options—
should they be willing to try.

For people of color, mainstream online dating is a more double-edged 
sword. They are exposed to a greater pool of dating candidates, but that 
comes with a cost: a high frequency of racist interactions. The trade-off is a 
difficult one. They either go online and accept the reality that they may be 
treated as less than their White friends, or they avoid the demoralizing 
experience by foregoing a resource that has become critical in forming inti-
mate relationships. In other words, as online dating facilitates greater 
interracial interactions, it also brings to light the deep sexual racism that 
was less visible in our everyday life. In a way, much like the end of slavery 
and the rise of Jim Crow, online dating brought U.S. society to a new era of 
racial and sexual politics by dismantling existing segregation, increasing 
interracial contacts, and in the process heightening racial tension.

But we also know that sexual racism does not come out of nowhere. It 
is carried out and reinforced in prosaic everyday interactions and repro-
duced and maintained by popular culture and the media, which has his-
torically elevated Whiteness. We have illustrated how women and men of 
color find that they date under a White gaze that degrades their bodies. 
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For many Black people, for example, the goal isn’t to match with Whites 
but to be free from White-produced stereotypes as they search for a mate.

There are always two sides to these racial oppressions. While White 
hegemonic standards of desirability shape social interaction online as 
much as offline, marginalized groups resist these standards. Daters may 
include racial politics in their vetting strategies as they search for a match, 
such as steering away from profiles that display intolerant symbolism, and 
they may develop their own “literacy of self-presentation,” affirming their 
own identity and resisting hegemonic White beauty standards in con-
structing their profiles.4 For example, the inclusion of natural hairstyles, 
national flags, Black Lives Matters symbolism, and other cultural markers 
like “Spanish is cool with me” were ways the daters we spoke with signaled 
their social identities and alternative values to strangers in the digital con-
text. In other words, marginalized groups actively confront, and at times 
resist, racial hierarchies of desire by asserting who they are, what they 
represent, and what—or whom—they reject.

Future scholarship aimed at further understanding online dating as a 
potential agent of social change will need to compare how race operates 
differently in online and offline settings. If daters with more racially inclu-
sive preferences are far more likely to date online, our results may actually 
underestimate the prevalence of racial preferences in U.S. society. It could 
also be the case, as we see with Charlotte and Keisha, that exposure to 
more diverse online-dating pools helps daters widen their dating horizons 
and therefore develop more inclusive preferences. Yet the abundance of 
potential candidates is overwhelming, and daters may just as easily deploy 
race as a default filter to narrow down options well before they come into 
contact with people of other races.

Further, the growing strength of the Black Lives Matter movement that 
erupted in large-scale protests sweeping the nation in 2020 has brought 
about increased public recognition of racial oppression. From Nike to 
NASCAR to the NFL, companies have begun issuing corporate mea cul-
pas and announcing policy changes. Likewise, we agree with legal scholar 
Sonu Bedi, who pointed out that dating companies should be held respon-
sible for facilitating racial discrimination on their platforms. They have a 
corporate responsibility to counteract the new digital-sexual racism we 
document in this book by becoming more intentional about their design 
and more communicative about race to their clientele. We believe it is pos-
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sible to create an efficient sorting process that decenters rather than fore-
grounds the importance of race. For example, websites and apps that 
emphasize race or ethnicity as a key parameter in the romantic-match proc-
ess reinforce existing racial preferences through what Bedi calls “racial 
steering.” 5 Platforms can instead do away altogether with these racial sort-
ing and filtering options for mate searches. In fact, some gay-dating compa-
nies decided to remove their race filter in the aftermath of the 2020 deaths 
of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Tony McDade, and Ahmaud Arbery.6

The prominence of photographs, meanwhile, also affects the extent to 
which the decision will ride on skin-deep information. Most dating sites, 
especially phone apps, emphasize images over profile content. Many swip-
ing apps provide only a picture and minimal biographical data, which 
cause daters to factor in the photograph for estimating compatibility more 
so than they would with an alternative design that emphasized expansive 
biographical profiles. Allowing daters to connect first over shared inter-
ests could set in motion an initial interaction, one otherwise preempted by 
the inevitable focus on physical features. And platforms that highlight 
social similarities may counter racial stereotypes and promote greater 
interaction across all daters.

No dating platform that we know of excludes the opportunity for mem-
bers to upload pictures to their profile, although there have been experi-
ments. OkCupid ran a short-lived app called Crazy Blind Date, where 
daters would meet up with a person they had never seen online. Although 
there was very low user demand for this application, among those who did 
participate in the experiment, large majorities reported that they had 
greatly enjoyed the experience. Nevertheless, appearance matters, as we 
can attest to by the fact that profiles lacking pictures in our own data are 
all but ignored by others. However, removing pictures until later in the 
online communication process is one possible approach.

Our ability to understand how behaviors are modulated by platforms is 
complicated by the invisibility of the proprietary algorithms that secretly 
shape dater interaction on many such sites.7 Algorithms take on the veil of 
scientific objectivity, yet technology is human, and data are social.8 As 
Ruha Benjamin’s concept of the “New Jim Code” illustrates, new technolo-
gies encompass a range of discriminatory designs that encode inequity. 
Racial and gendered assumptions about whom clients desire or might 
desire are built into dating-site algorithms, for instance, and that filters 
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which profiles daters see. Such algorithms threaten to disrupt new racial 
exposure brought about by the internet, reifying preexisting biases by 
importing historical data and trends and assuming those will hold. Dating 
app companies should actively participate in the ongoing racial justice 
work related to AI and algorithmic oppression, such as that of the 
Algorithmic Justice League and the Auditing Algorithms Initiative.9

Other interventions would be to eliminate racial categories altogether 
on profiles or to consider incorporating profile statistics on how often a 
given dater responds to those of differing demographics. Though these 
measures may not totally combat the racial fetishization and demonization 
that are so commonly experienced by minority daters, they will make it 
harder for the now-inhibited dater to initiate troubling interactions.

Overall, dating companies hold a tremendous amount of influence in 
designing how daters approach one another and go about the process of 
dating. One possibility could be to intentionally incorporate racial and 
ethnic diversity as a default when displaying search results for matches. 
Another is for companies to take the lead in educating their users about 
how individual dating behaviors feed into larger, more systematic trends. 
As such, companies could regularly publish aggregate trends about racial 
interactions on their platforms, as well as other types of socially significant 
consequences emerging through these sites, to keep users aware and sen-
sitive to their own contributing behavior.

race in future tense

We have focused on the past and contemporary significance of race in tell-
ing the story of how U.S. Americans form intimate relationships, but these 
preferences also predict future racial relationships. Intermarriage is rising, 
and the multiracial population will increase dramatically by midcentury. 
Yet the long road to racial integration is uneven and highly gendered. 
Asians and Latinos/as are more likely to marry Whites than their Black 
counterparts. When Blacks do outmarry other racial groups, particularly 
Whites, men are more likely than women to cross the intimate color line. 
Asian women, on the other hand, are more likely than Asian men to marry 
Whites. Our book shows what national statistics cannot: the lack of Black-
White unions appears to be driven by Whites’ unease, not Blacks’. Asian 
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men’s lower-than-average interracial unions are driven both by White 
women’s rejection and Asian women’s ranking of them as second to White 
men. These patterns are cascading, for Asian men, in turn, are less inclined 
to contact Black and Latinas, who are actually highly responsive to them. 
Asian and Latino men respond to as many messages from White women 
as they do from their coethnics, but White women exclude as often as they 
exclude Black men.

In previous centuries the multiracial population was absorbed into a 
polarized Black-White binary. It remains an open question whether 
today’s acknowledged and quickly growing multiracial population will 
disrupt existing racial hierarchies. Our data suggest that multiracial daters 
have mixed feelings in their racial preferences and outward identities. The 
relatively high economic standing of interracial unions means that off-
spring will generally grow up in predominantly White and middle-class 
communities, potentially acquiring similar preferences through White 
socialization. At the same time, our qualitative data show that White and 
non-White multiracial daters are both othered and racialized. They may 
also reproduce the same patterns of anti-Blackness we have tracked across 
all groups’ dating behaviors. The growth of the multiracial population is 
not necessarily a harbinger of the profound “postracial” change antici-
pated by some optimistic social commentators.

Racial dynamics in the United States will inevitably transform as the 
country becomes increasingly integrated into the global community. A 
global Black Lives Matter movement is accompanied by a renewed cul-
tural production; after many years of underrepresentation of Black 
women in beauty competitions, for the first time in history Black women 
now hold crowns in five major contests.10 Social media (e.g., 
#BlackGirlMagic and #BlackTwitter) has opened a space for marginalized 
communities to “speak back” to hegemonic White-dominated images 
about their communities. The continuing influx of immigrants from Latin 
America, Asia, and Africa also imports racial schemas and cultural prod-
ucts that compete with traditional controlling images in the United States. 
The growth of the continental economy of Asia and its high-skilled Asian 
migrants, for example, has shifted U.S. stereotypes associated with Asians. 
Our interviewees pointed to K-pop and anime as cultural materials that 
have begun to shape younger U.S. Americans’ perceptions of Asians, 
beauty standards, and racial preferences.
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These new images, of course, are not necessarily fully representative, 
and their selective consumption may unwittingly reinforce traditional 
stereotypes and racial divisions with a false sense of authenticity. Racial 
ideologies transmitted across national boundaries intersect with new 
racial discourses and stereotypes in profound and often understudied 
ways.11 As evidenced by the continued resurfacing of the model minority/
yellow peril dichotomy in contemporary society, seemingly complemen-
tary characterizations contain a pernicious side. Nevertheless, the growth 
of the immigrant population, racialized social movements, and the 
increasing immersion of U.S. Americans in globalized popular culture will 
diversify a cultural regime previously dominated by Whites. We suspect 
this will work very differently for some racial groups than others, given the 
pervasiveness of anti-Blackness that winds its way throughout this book.

doing race in the twenty-first century

On Reddit, commenters frequently debate whether it’s racist to have inti-
mate racial preferences. Some are definitive: yes. Any discrimination 
based on race is a form of racism. Others insist the answer depends on the 
reasons for such preferences—if it’s based in negative cultural stereotypes, 
the preference is racist. Still others suggest racial preferences are okay, but 
shouldn’t be announced, and some argue that racial preferences have 
nothing to do with racism, end of argument.

Physical attraction is always in the mix when these discussions wear on. 
Many confess that they find themselves genuinely not attracted to men or 
women of certain racial groups. And most seem to agree that attraction 
isn’t something an individual can control. Thus, it can be seen as less con-
troversial to state that “I tend not to be attracted to women or men from a 
certain racial background” than “I will not date a person from this racial 
background.” Commenters quickly point out that the elusive concept of 
attraction is socially constructed by arbitrary and often racist beauty 
standards, while others defend preferences by insisting that dating is a 
special or “privileged” domain in which nobody should be shamed for 
whom they date and don’t date. Others emphasize that these preferences 
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change and suggest that, in their experience, physical attraction may be 
“learned” and commonly held beliefs invalidated.

A study of more than two thousand Australian men provides some 
insight. In this survey only 34 percent agreed that indicating a racial pref-
erence in a dating profile was a form of racism; however, analysis showed 
a positive correlation between indicating a race preference on one’s own 
profile and having lower racial tolerance (measured on the Quick 
Discrimination Index).12 In other words, one’s racial preference in dating 
is correlated with overall racial attitudes.

Resistance to the notion that racial preferences are racist likely comes 
from an inability to reconcile these preferences with one’s nonracist, or 
even antiracist, values outside of dating. Such inconsistency is not uncom-
mon. Even the most progressive White Americans often make personal, 
self-interested decisions that go against the public values they hold. From 
sending their children to private schools to living in “safe” neighborhoods, 
paying for college, or passing on their wealth, their “private” decisions sus-
tain racial inequality. What is unique about dating is that racial discrimi-
nation is personal and visible. There is a human face associated with every 
invitation and rejection. As our interviewees told us, dating is a domain 
where some discover a direct exercise of power, while others are surprised 
to find how little power they have. For many this power differential is par-
ticularly acute because they grew up thinking the world was “postracial” 
and they were not racist.

We have also illustrated how these preferences mean very different 
things to Whites and to people of color. For Whites, resistance to outdating 
takes on particular meaning, given that the privilege of Whiteness shapes 
cultural notions of beauty and attractiveness. People of color do not have 
the same power to impose their standards on society as a whole, nor do 
they have the same influence when they reinforce harmful stereotypes by 
rejecting entire groups of people. Racially marginalized groups may resist 
or accommodate these hierarchies in profound ways through their dating 
choices. To them dating within one’s group may signal resistance to a 
White racial frame. But it can also be an accommodation to the pervasive 
anti-Blackness that is often used to keep minority women from crossing 
color lines. In this sense racial preferences are complicated. They are 
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reflective of power dynamics embedded in hierarchies, and their reproduc-
tion at the micro, interactional level is profoundly consequential.

This book has argued that whom people date and form unions with is a 
decision that sits at the root of any racial system. While racial divides can 
still be maintained even with equal opportunity in housing, education, 
and employment, greater openness in forming intimate relationships 
would fundamentally erode existing categories and challenge the crux of 
the system. This is especially true, given studies showing that preferences 
in sexual partners turns out to be a learned, conditioning process, where 
the characteristics of one’s first sexual partner may powerfully predict 
future partner preferences.13

The fallacy that intimate racial behavior is divorced from the political 
must be rejected. This will also benefit racially marginalized groups who 
may self-discipline toward endogamy. Our aim isn’t to discount the rea-
sons behind endogamy—whether it’s aimed at cultural preservation or 
resistance to a racially stratified society—but to push us all to interrogate 
and dismantle the constraints that all marginalized groups face when 
searching for a mate. Racial preferences were historically borne out of 
domination and perpetuated through law and violence. They are main-
tained by social and structural inequality made evident in the imbalances 
we see in housing, workplaces, schools, law enforcement, and cultural rep-
resentation. Endogamy feels so critical to many marginalized communi-
ties, who seek understanding and solace from racial fetishization and 
demonization via untroubled interactions with same-race daters.

Interacting with others of the same race is simply more comfortable, a 
default, many daters told us. However, this does not alter the fact that 
racial avoidance, instead of overt hostility, generates and sustains multiple 
forms of racial inequality in the contemporary United States. Our unex-
amined desires and tastes are not benign. Intermarriage between Asian 
women and U.S. soldiers during the Vietnam War, Black women and 
Chinese men in the Mississippi Delta, and Mexican women and Black 
men in colonial Texas indicate that our so-called preferences are plastic 
and can change when our social context changes. It may not be our inten-
tion to have absorbed societal racial preferences, but we can be intentional 
about acknowledging and not cultivating them.
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Who we decide to pursue personal relationships with, be it marriage or 
a brief encounter at a party, is one of the last visible threads sustaining the 
racial hierarchy now that public racial discrimination is no longer legiti-
mated. The commodifying process of online dating has made the exist-
ence of sexual racism undeniable—and our complicity in the process has 
made it virtually acceptable and commonplace. In this light, searching for 
a partner is itself a process of remaking race. While it may not be our fault 
directly if we have a racial preference, it is our responsibility to examine 
our preferences and decide whether to perpetuate or disrupt them. Are we 
willing to question why we might have such preferences and what they 
mean about our relative positions within hierarchies that privilege some 
and not others? As Antonio Gramsci pointed out about cultural hegem-
ony, systems of power do not solely operate based on force or law but also 
through our own consent to internalized ideology.14 The history of anti-
miscegenation in the United States and its racial logic are a kind of 
“knowledge” produced by a deeply painful, discriminatory, and cruelly 
weaponized sentiment, and they continue to infiltrate today’s social 
norms, bureaucratic procedures, and organizational practices. It is up to 
every one of us to carefully consider how the unique features of online dat-
ing are newly reanimating the past in our innermost most private lives.
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This book was not always an easy one to write, and we found ourselves 
frequently grappling with the hard truths that emerged from the data. We 
each came into the project from different perspectives and varying experi-
ences. We often disagreed, engaged in heated discussions, and sometimes 
called out one another’s blind spots. The book is that much stronger for it.

The Dating Divide was written over a number of years and from a 
number of locations, spanning from Cape Town, Paris, and Lisbon and 
back to our respective hometowns of Raleigh, Amherst, and Austin. We 
thank our institutions for the provision of internal funds for the research-
ing of this book. Specifically, we are grateful for course releases and the 
sabbatical given by North Carolina State University and the University of 
Massachusetts to Celeste and Jen so that they could undertake the quali-
tative phase of this project and devote their time to writing this book. Ken 
thanks Christine Williams for pitching the project to the University of 
California Press, as well as the University of Texas and Sciences Po for 
their support.

With the deepest of gratitude, we tip our hats to the many individuals 
who contributed to this project: Rodrigo Dominguez Villegas, the UMass 
graduate RA who helped Celeste and Jen conduct interviews; Alyssa 
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many people we interviewed who freely gave their time and unique voices 
to this work. To all of you, we thank you.
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quantitative data

Unless otherwise specified, the quantitative analysis presented in the book draws 
on data from one of the largest U.S. dating websites. Our data-sharing agreement 
does not allow us to disclose the website’s name, but it has millions of active 
users. Like other dating websites, its registered users can set up a profile, view 
other users’ profiles, and contact one another through a site-based instant  
messaging system. Most profiles contain basic information such as sex, sexual 
orientation, geographic location, age, race, height, body type, religion, language, 
lifestyle, and socioeconomic status, as well as photographs and short essays. 
Because of privacy concerns, we obtained most but not all of the information for 
these profiles; photographs, written essays, and detailed geographic location 
information were all withheld. Unlike other websites that require membership 
fees to view or contact other users, this website allows users to search, view, and 
contact other users for free. It should also be noted that this website does not 
select what profiles to show by race. The only criteria used to select which profiles 
to display are age, sexual orientation, and a matching score derived from person-
ality questions.

There are some clear limitations when using these data. Our sample is not 
representative of the U.S. population. While we had access to the web of messag-
ing within the platform, we could not access the content of those messages nor 
photos of the site’s users. And these exchanges are obviously not as significant as 

Appendix
data and methods
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marital and cohabiting relationships. However, examining the interactions 
among internet daters gave us several analytic advantages. First, this data set 
contains actual interactions among daters, which allowed us to observe what 
people do instead of what people say. Second, since our analysis is limited to a 
definite population, we could see how race determines the likelihood of interac-
tion in a bounded probability space. Third, because all the variables were 
extracted from digital records, our data set is largely immune to measurement 
issues such as social desirability bias and recall errors. Fourth, the large data set 
enabled us to explore the interaction among minority groups. Importantly, 
because we had access to almost as much information as the users on the website, 
we are confident that our estimates are less biased by unobserved variables.

While some may wonder how much we can learn about U.S. society from a 
dating website, online dating has clearly transformed from a foreign concept to a 
common practice, as we discuss at the end of chapter 2. Generally speaking, 
internet daters tend to be younger and of higher socioeconomic status.1 But the 
digital divide is rapidly decreasing. Among all U.S. Americans aged eighteen to 
forty-nine, 91 percent report using the internet.2 Furthermore, even though dat-
ing apps such as Tinder have gained media attention due to their novelty, dating 
websites remain the main interface used by internet daters.3

Compared to other dating sites, our particular site attracts a younger and 
more educated clientele. If age and education status indicate more liberal atti-
tudes, we expect the daters in our sample to have more inclusive racial prefer-
ences than the U.S. population in general. Moreover, there is also selection into 
different websites. Internet daters who use mainstream dating websites are likely 
to be more open to dating across racial lines than those who use ethnic dating 
websites exclusively. Taking all this into account, we are likely to underestimate 
the significance of racial preferences in the U.S. dating market.

Our original data set includes approximately nine million registered users 
worldwide and two hundred million messages sent from November 2003 to Octo-
ber 2010. We filtered users through several steps. First, we focused on those who 
reside in the twenty largest metropolitan areas in the United States. This allowed 
us to reconstruct their opportunity structure, bringing the sample size down to 
about three million daters. Second, we excluded users who did not send or receive 
at least one message, who did not upload at least one photograph, who listed their 
birth year later than 1992 or earlier than 1911, or who fit the profile of spammer 
users (e.g., not answering any personality questions, being flagged by other users, 
having unusual messaging patterns, and being deleted in less than an hour). As is 
common on free membership websites, some users did not actively engage with or 
even return to the website after their initial registration, and other profiles are 
likely to be fake identities created by spammers. Third, we excluded daters who 
indicated they were looking only for casual sex or platonic relationships to ensure 
that the activities we analyzed were related to romantic interests.
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We identified users’ racial identity with what they reported on their personal 
profiles. Users have ten options when they create their profiles: Asian, Middle 
Eastern, Black, Native American, Indian, Pacific Islander, Hispanic/Latino, 
White, Other, and Undeclared. Users can check as many options as they prefer  
or skip reporting. We categorized those who checked more than one box as mul-
tiracial and those who skipped as undeclared. We analyzed all the initial mes-
sages exchanged among these groups: Asian, Black, Latino (labeled as Hispanic/
Latino on the website), White, Asian-White, Black-White, and Hispanic-White. 
Though Americans of East Indian origin are commonly classified as Asian in 
official statistics, we did not combine Indians with Asian groups because South 
Asians tend to have very different experiences from East Asians. We didn’t exam-
ine non-White multiracial groups owing to the small sample size; however,  
over 80 percent of multiracial Americans report White as part of their ethnic 
composition, and 93 percent of multiracials report being biracial (as we discuss 
in chapter 8).

Our main analytic inquiry focused on how dyadic interaction is simultane-
ously shaped by each individual’s demographic and personal characteristics. The 
variables used in our regression analyses can be viewed in table A.1. We exam-
ined how the likelihood of sending and responding to an initial message among 
daters varies by daters’ racial background, while taking all their characteristics 
into account. To examine the relative likelihood of sending an initial message, we 
randomly sampled a subset of users and reconstructed their opportunity struc-
ture on the website, generating all probable dyads on the website for this subset 
of users. We then merged these dyads with the initial messages that were actually 
sent, yielding a binary outcome in which “one” indicates that the probable dyad 
was realized and “zero” otherwise.

Since interaction decisions are nested within individuals, a dependence struc-
ture was expected. We thus modeled both sending and responding behaviors by 
fitting a series of generalized estimating equations with the logit link function 
and an exchangeable correlation structure. We controlled for the following con-
founding factors of these covariate groupings: demographic information, life-
style, socioeconomic status, degree of online engagement (including total time 
spent on the website), account lifetime (from registration to the most recent log-
in), number of photographs uploaded, and personality questions answered on the 
website.

qualitative data

The quantitative analyses elucidate general trends across daters of different 
backgrounds, but we sought to more fully understand how these outcomes are 
created through microgenerated and unobservable processes. We drew from 



Table A.1 Descriptive Statistics from Online-Dating Website, Men and Women

Characteristic Men Women

Sexual Orientation
 Straight 0.89 0.94
 Gay 0.11 0.06

Race
 Asian 0.04 0.05
 Black 0.04 0.05
 Latino/a 0.07 0.07
 White 0.80 0.79
 White-Black 0.00 0.01
 White-Asian 0.01 0.01
 White-Latino/a 0.03 0.03
Number of messages sent 8.20 3.81
 SD 35.85 13.91
Number of messages received 4.03 8.48
 SD 5.82 10.69
Age 30.08 29.37
 SD 8.85 9.04
Height (cm) 179.41 165.40
 SD 7.46 7.11

Body Type
 Thin 0.09 0.11
 Overweight 0.07 0.21
 Average 0.22 0.20
 Fit 0.31 0.14
 Not reported 0.32 0.34

Education
 High school 0.35 0.35
 Some college 0.05 0.04
 College 0.37 0.38
 Professional 0.10 0.12
 Not reported 0.12 0.11

Income
 <$20,000 0.07 0.07
 $20,000–50,000 0.15 0.10



 $50,000–80,000 0.07 0.03
 $80,000–150,000 0.04 0.01
 >$150,000 0.02 0.01
 Not reported 0.64 0.78

Smoking
 Yes 0.25 0.24
 No 0.70 0.71
 Not reported 0.05 0.05

Drinking
 Often 0.13 0.13
 Socially 0.62 0.64
 Rarely 0.14 0.14
 Not at all 0.08 0.06
 Not reported 0.03 0.03

Drug Use
 Sometimes 0.10 0.07
 Never 0.75 0.79
 Not reported 0.15 0.14

Parental Status
 Has children 0.11 0.15
 Likes children 0.49 0.50
 Doesn’t want children 0.09 0.09
 Not reported 0.32 0.26

Region
 Northeast 0.34 0.38
 Southeast 0.09 0.09
 Midwest 0.14 0.14
 West 0.32 0.30
 Southwest 0.10 0.09

Online Activity
 Questions answered 252.50 190.91
 Time online 141.97 145.90
 Photos uploaded 4.33 4.22
 Account age 420.06 298.49
N 275292.00 257431.00

note: For specific descriptive breakdowns of the variables by each gender, sexual preference and 
racial group, link to online tables O12A–D at www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458.

http://www.ucpress.edu/9780520293458
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Institutional Review Board–approved interview data to uncover the mechanisms 
that link important variables in online dating (i.e., gender, sexuality, class, and 
race) by assessing daters’ accounts. Indeed, interviews encourage people to make 
meaning and sense of the various interactional dynamics nested within their 
online-dating behaviors. This iterative process reveals the emotional and cultural 
dimensions of social experience that are otherwise difficult to detect in observa-
tional studies.4 Further, open-ended questions can elicit narratives that enable 
participants to signal resistance to dominant cultural images or “master narra-
tives” in a way that is socially productive. Participants use and construct stories 
to engage in identity work that may disrupt widely held dehumanizing and hege-
monic stories about marginalized groups. In our research we used the interview 
as a methodological tool to capture how participants’ narratives reflect both of 
these processes of story making.5

Between 2017 and 2019 Celeste Vaughan Curington, Jennifer Lundquist, and 
research assistant Rodrigo Dominguez Villegas collected seventy-seven inter-
views with online daters from different regions, races, gender identities, and 
sexual preferences. These were not the same online daters whose data was ana-
lyzed in the quantitative models. Given that some members of the target popula-
tion are conventionally seen as hard to reach (racial and sexual minorities) and 
that the research is considered sensitive in that it inquiries about dating behav-
iors, respondents were recruited through a variety of methods. We initially sent 
out a general call and flyers for participants through university listservs across 
states, and we posted flyers on Reddit threads, Facebook pages, and Twitter 
pages devoted to online dating. We assembled potential leads from these inqui-
ries, and participants referred others. This recruitment material was oriented 
toward a general population of online daters, but we specified that we were seek-
ing participants from “a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds and gender 
identities.”

During the initial stages of recruitment, our strategy primarily produced 
White participants, and women were generally more likely than men to partici-
pate. As those who study the intimate experiences of ethnic minorities note, dat-
ing is an especially sensitive topic for these groups because of the pervasiveness of 
gendered and racialized controlling images and stereotypes that demean racial-
ized minorities sexual and dating practices.6 Thus, we sent out targeted calls and 
distributed targeted flyers through listservs across the country, advertising our 
interest in talking to minority online daters, and we posted the materials on 
social-media pages that served more racially diverse audiences. The combination 
of these two sampling methods ensured that multiple networks were accessed, to 
avoid recruiting participants from similar social circles. We offered respondents 
their choice of interviewers from a set of experienced researchers: a straight Black 
woman, a straight White woman, and a gay Latino man, ranging in age from late 
twenties to forties. Since our goal was to augment the large-scale quantitative 
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data to elucidate how the intersection of identity is experienced in the online-
dating venue, we aimed at gathering detailed, rather than generalizable, data 
about the quotidian experience and participant-driven meaning making of online 
dating across racial, ethnic, and gender status.

On average participants were twenty-seven years old and had online dated for 
three to five years. Approximately 30 percent of interview respondents were cur-
rent college students, and 50 percent had completed a bachelor’s or master’s 
degree, a reflection of the educated clientele of the online-dating website from 
which we draw our quantitative data. Twenty-four participants identified as 
White, eleven as Latino/a, fourteen as Black, eleven as Asian, fifteen as multira-
cial/mixed-race, and two as Other. As can be seen in table A.2, 28 percent of the 
sample identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, pansexual, or queer. Approximately 54 
percent of all participants identified as women, 42 percent as men, and 3 percent 
as gender nonbinary. The numbers were split relatively evenly by gender among 
racial subgroups.

Interviews lasted between one and two hours and were conducted in person 
in an interviewer’s office, by phone, or via webcast video. We designed a semis-
tructured interview protocol to ensure reliable, comparable data across all three 
interviewers. The interviewers documented nonverbal cues, such as body lan-
guage and expressions, as we asked participants to reflect on what led them to 
online dating, how they make sense of their experiences interacting with others 
through an online-dating website or application, what preferences they have 
among potential mates, and how they make sense of those preferences. The inclu-
sion of open-ended questions guided, but did not bind, discussions. Interviews 
typically began with respondents’ demographic characteristics, such as their 
racial and ethnic background, place of birth, gender identity, and identity claims, 
then proceeded to participants loosely describing their “online-dating story”; that 
is, we asked them to “tell us the story of how [they] got involved in online dating.” 
Through this inquiry we adjusted the question order and context by referring to 
each respondent’s nuanced stories. Beginning with an open, overview question 
emphasizing storytelling was a way to set the tone for the interview such that 
respondents’ own subjective experience and interpretation of those experiences 
were granted primacy. This alleviated anxiety and strengthened the researcher-
respondent relationship. Sometimes daters would show us their online-dating 
profiles to help drive home a point they wanted to make or read aloud to us from 
online-dating interactions they had.

Later in the interview we asked how participants navigate, resist, or accom-
modate behavioral expectations in online dating; how they construct an online-
dating persona; whether they ever felt discriminated against or harassed by other 
online daters; and whether their body, skin color, racial background, or gender 
identity were ever brought up in conversations with other daters. We asked 
respondents how they made sense of their own (if any) and others’ preferences in 



Table A.2 Interview Participant Demographic Characteristics
N = 77

Characteristic Percent

Race
 Black 18.4
 White 31.6
 Latino/a 14.5
 Asian 13.2
 Multiracial 19.7
 Other 2.6
Mean age
 18–21 28.0
 22–29 42.0
 30–39 23.0
 40–49 4.0
 50–59 3.0
Sexual preference
 Straight/heterosexual 72.0
 Lesbian/gay/bisexual/pansexual/queer 28.0
Highest level of education
 Less than high school/GED 1.3
 High school/GED 2.0
 Some college/associates 4.0
 Current college student 34.0
 Bachelor’s/master’s degree 50.7
 Advanced degree (PhD, MD, JD) 8.0
Marital status
 Single 90.7
 Married 2.7
 Divorced 5.3
 Widowed 1.3

note: The mean age is 27.3.
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online dating, inviting them to describe their searching process, then narrowing 
the inquiries to respondents’ interpretations of others’ preferences. These ques-
tions invited participants to report their own experiences with regard to identity, 
racial appearance, and treatment by others, while follow-up probes encouraged 
participants to provide narratives regarding the ways they interpreted and 
responded to such experiences. We carefully structured interview questions in a 
way that did not assume race or gender were the most salient categories but 
rather allowed participants to reflect on how, if at all, these categories surfaced in 
any way in online dating.

In most interviews participants rather than interviewers introduced the topic 
of race organically as they discussed their own or others’ preferences or their 
interactions with other online daters. Still, some participants were reluctant, 
while others readily discussed racial preferences in online dating—where they 
come from, why some people (including themselves) have them, and so on. To 
address this disconnect, toward the end of the interview we asked respondents to 
share their opinions on previous sociological research findings and some of the 
narratives we had been hearing throughout interviews, for example, “Some stud-
ies have shown that minority daters are less likely than White daters to get inter-
est from other daters. What do you think of this? Do you think many daters have 
race preferences in whom they would like to date or whom they find most attrac-
tive?” These questions helped respondents reflect on the idea of racial preferences 
and enabled us to sharpen relevant preference-related questions as we finished 
the interview.

In addition to asking participants to share their own description of how, if at 
all, they initiated a sorting mechanism in online dating, we also employed a 
“counter-narrative” methodological approach by asking participants to “speak 
back” to some of the common race-, gender-, and dating-related narratives we 
heard throughout interviews: “I’m going to state some common stereotypes about 
interracial dating, and I’d like you to tell me whether you think they are true or 
not and why. In responding, I’d like you to think first in terms of dating generally 
and second about internet dating in particular. If you have never heard the ste-
reotype before or have no opinion, skip.” 7 A counternarrative methodology allows 
for the exploration of the stories people tell that resist dominant cultural narra-
tives, because speakers employ oppositional knowledge to “expose the construc-
tion of the dominant story by suggesting how else it could be told.”8

We audio-recorded all interviews, and all members of the research team wrote 
field notes after the conclusion of interviews. This allowed the team to document 
nonverbal cues that would not be captured in transcripts. All interview data was 
transcribed through professional transcription services, and we utilized pseud-
onyms in research reporting to protect identities. We obscured or omitted  
demographic information that could identify participants. Quoted material  
from sixty-eight participants appear throughout the chapters. In some cases, to 
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protect identities for small N groups, individual respondents who are quoted 
multiple times appear under different pseudonyms in different chapters of the 
work.

Celeste Vaughan Curington, along with research assistants Alyssa Alexander 
and Janelle Perez, entered data from interviews into the software program NVivo 
and coded the data line by line, analyzing the transcripts iteratively. The research 
team aggregated codes thematically by grouping material around substantive 
emergent themes, first at broad levels and then in more specific categories within 
those broad levels.9 The research team met regularly throughout data collection 
and analyses to check for intercoder reliability.



241

Alicia—thirty, cis woman, Black, heterosexual, webcast video interview, South
Amanda—twenty-one, cis woman, White, heterosexual, in-person interview, 
Northeast
Amber—twenty-five, cis woman, Black, heterosexual, phone interview, mid-
Atlantic
Ana—twenty-eight, cis woman, Asian, heterosexual, phone interview, Northeast
Andrew—forty-five, cis man, Latino-White, heterosexual, phone interview, mid-
Atlantic
Anthony—twenty-three, cis man, Black-Asian, queer, phone interview, mid-
Atlantic
Arthur—twenty-seven, cis man, Asian, heterosexual, phone interview, Northeast
Ben—twenty-five, cis man, Black-Asian, queer, webcast video interview, Northeast
Beth—twenty-seven, cis woman, White, heterosexual, phone interview, mid-
Atlantic
Bianca—twenty-nine, cis woman, Latina, heterosexual, in-person interview, 
Northeast
Carlos—twenty-eight, cis man, Latino, gay, phone interview, mid-Atlantic
Carmen—twenty-seven, cis woman, Latina, heterosexual, webcast video  
interview, mid-Atlantic

Interviews
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Charlotte—fifty, cis woman, White, heterosexual, phone interview, mid-Atlantic
Clara—twenty-one, cis woman, White, bisexual, in-person interview, Northeast
Connor—twenty-two, cis man, White, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
South
Cruz—twenty-nine, cis woman, Latina, lesbian and queer, in-person interview, 
mid-Atlantic
Damian—twenty-four, cis man, Black, gay, in-person interview, Northeast
Deborah—twenty-six, cis woman, Black, heterosexual, phone interview, Northeast
Derick—twenty-eight, cis man, Black, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
Northeast
Gabriela—twenty-nine, cis woman, Latina, bisexual, phone interview, mid-
Atlantic
George—thirty-four, cis man, Black-White, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
South
Helena—twenty-one, cis woman, Latina-White, heterosexual, in-person inter-
view, Northeast
Henry—twenty-four, cis man, Asian, heterosexual, in-person interview, Northeast
Janice—thirty-one, cis woman, Black, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
mid-Atlantic
Jason—twenty-nine, cis man, Asian-White, heterosexual, phone interview, mid-
Atlantic
Javier—twenty-eight, cis man, Latino, heterosexual, in-person interview, mid-
Atlantic
Jazmín—twenty-seven, cis woman, Latina, heterosexual, in-person interview, 
Northeast
John—thirty, Asian, cis man, heterosexual, webcast video interview, mid-Atlantic
Jordan—twenty-seven, cis man, Black, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
mid-Atlantic
Josie—nineteen, cis woman, White, bisexual, in-person interview, Northeast
J. T. Tran—thirty-nine, cis man, Asian, heterosexual, phone interview, West (not 
anonymized)
Kayla—twenty-seven, cis woman, Black-White, bisexual, phone interview, South
Keisha—twenty-nine, cis woman, Black, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
mid-Atlantic
Kevon—thirty, cis man, Indo-Caribbean, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
mid-Atlantic
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Levi—twenty, trans man White, bisexual, phone interview, Northeast
Linda—twenty-six, cis woman, Black-White, heterosexual, phone interview, mid-
Atlantic
Linh—twenty-two, cis woman, Asian, queer, in-person interview, Northeast
Lisa—eighteen, cis woman, Asian, heterosexual, webcast video interview, West
Lucas—twenty-six, cis man, Black, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
Northeast
Mai—thirty, cis woman, Asian, heterosexual, phone interview, Midwest
Mariana—thirty, cis woman, Latina, bisexual, webcast video interview, mid-
Atlantic
Marvin—twenty-three, cis man, Black, queer, phone interview, mid-Atlantic
Mary—twenty, cis woman, White, bisexual, in-person interview, Northeast
Mathew—twenty-eight, cis man, Asian-White, queer, webcast video interview, 
Midwest
Michael—thirty-four, cis man, Black-White, heterosexual, webcast video  
interview, West
Miguel—thirty-two, cis man, Latino, heterosexual, phone interview, mid-Atlantic
Monica—thirty-three, cis woman, Black, heterosexual, in-person interview, 
Northeast
Natalie—twenty-two, cis woman, White, heterosexual, in-person interview, 
Northeast
Nena—thirty-two, cis woman, Black, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
Southeast
Paul—thirty, cis man, Latino-White, heterosexual, in-person interview, Northeast
Rae—eighteen, cis woman, Asian, heterosexual, phone interview, West
Raúl—twenty-eight, cis man, Latino, gay and queer, phone interview, Northeast
Raymond—thirty-one, cis man, White, heterosexual, in-person interview, 
Northeast
Ricky—thirty, Latino, cis man, heterosexual, phone interview, mid-Atlantic
Robert—twenty-two, cis man, Black, heterosexual, in-person interview, South
Rodrigo—forty, cis man, Latino-White, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
Northeast
Roger—thirty-one, cis man, Latino, heterosexual, in-person interview, Northeast
Sai—nineteen, cis man, Asian-White, heterosexual, phone interview, mid-Atlantic
Sam—twenty-one, cis man, White, heterosexual, in-person interview, Northeast



244 i n t e r v i e w s

Samantha—twenty, cis woman, White, lesbian, webcast video interview, Northeast
Sandra—twenty-six, cis woman, Black, bisexual, webcast video interview, mid-
Atlantic
Sanjay—thirty-nine, cis man, Asian, heterosexual, phone interview, Northeast
Sara—twenty, cis woman, Latina-White, heterosexual, phone interview, mid-
Atlantic
Seila—twenty-four, cis woman, Black-White, heterosexual, phone interview, mid-
Atlantic
Sky—twenty-four, nonbinary, White, queer, phone interview, mid-Atlantic
Sonya—twenty-one, cis woman, Latina-White, heterosexual, in-person interview, 
Northeast
Stacy—thirty-two, cis woman, Asian-White, bisexual, webcast video interview, 
West
Stephen—twenty-five, cis man, Latino-Black, queer, phone interview, mid-Atlantic
Sunan—twenty-six, cis man, Asian, heterosexual, phone interview, Northeast
Tim—twenty-three, cis man, Asian, heterosexual, in-person interview, Northeast
Tom—twenty-nine, cis man, White, heterosexual, webcast video interview, West
Tony—twenty-one, cis man, White, heterosexual, phone interview, Northeast
Trevor—twenty-two, cis man, Black, queer, webcast video interview, Northeast
Wei—twenty-nine, cis man, Asian, gay, webcast video interview, Southwest
Wen—twenty-eight, cis woman, Asian, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
Midwest
William—twenty-seven, cis man, White, heterosexual, phone interview, mid- 
Atlantic
Yesenia—twenty-eight, cis woman, Latina, heterosexual, webcast video interview, 
mid-Atlantic
Zenón—twenty-seven, cis man, Latino, heterosexual, phone interview, West
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1. We capitalize the terms Black and White in this book in accord with the 
American Psychological Association’s style-manual recommendations.

2. This process has become known as the online disinhibition effect. See 
Suler, “Online Disinhibition Effect.”
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4. E. Kim, “Old Navy Ad.”
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op-ed about White privilege and racism, described in Backlash.
6. Collins, Black Sexual Politics.
7. Bedi, Private Racism, and Benjamin, Race after Technology, 6.
8. B. Robinson, “Personal Preference.”
9. See Bedi, Private Racism; Noble, Algorithms of Oppression; and Ruha, 

Race after Technology.
10. An early scale created to quantify prejudice was Emory Bogardus’s social 

distance scale, which placed intermarriage at the end of the spectrum of open-
ness to outgroups; see Bogardus, “Social Distance Scale.” Intermarriage also  
features in Milton Gordon’s seven stages of assimilation scale; see Gordon, 
Assimilation in American Life.

11. Gordon, Assimilation in American Life; Blau, Beeker, and Fitzpatrick, 
“Intersecting Social Affiliations.”
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and Welch, “Contact Hypothesis Revisited.” Recent studies testing this hypoth-
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Extended”; and Pettigrew and Tropp, “Meta-analytic Test.”

19. Dovidio and Gaertner, “Aversive Racism.”
20. Omi and Winant, Racial Formation; Collins, Black Sexual Politics; 

Nemoto, “Climbing the Hierarchy”; Nemoto, “Intimacy”; Kao, Balistreri, and 
Joyner, “Asian American Men.”

21. Feagin, White Racial Frame.
22. Chou, Asian American Sexual Politics; Collins, Black Sexual Politics.
23. Yet theories on gendered racial formation and the White frame explain 

largely only the White gaze. While other groups may internalize the dominant 
group’s cultural ideologies, there is evidence that different ethnic groups have 
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24. Collins, Black Sexual Politics; Nagel, “Ethnicity and Sexuality.”
25. See Godbeer, Sexual Revolution; and Berkhofer, White Man’s Indian.
26. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection.
27. Perea, “Black/White Binary Paradigm.”
28. Sexton, “People-of-Color-Blindness,” 48.
29. Holland, Erotic Life of Racism.
30. “Results from the 1860 Census.”
31. Lane, White Genocide Manifesto. The White genocide threat movement 

took on new life in 1995 through a conspiracy theory developed by neo-Nazi 
David Lane, who argued that state policies around diversity and racial integra-
tion, abortion, low-fertility rates, farmland reform, immigration, and so on are 
promoted with the explicit aim of replacing majority-White populations.

32. Wallenstein, Tell the Court.
33. The Nuremburg Laws criminalized marriage and intimate relations 

between Jewish and non-Jewish Germans, while the Prohibition of Mixed Mar-
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riages and the Immorality Acts similarly prohibited cross-racial unions among 
South Africans. See Whitman, Hitler’s American Model; and Giliomee, “Making 
of the Apartheid Plan.”

34. It is likely that adoption, foster care, and sperm and egg–donation agen-
cies also solicit their clients’ racial preferences in children, another area of soci-
ety considered to be highly private, but such application data are generally not 
publicly accessible on the web in the way that online-dating profiles are.

35. Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists.
36. Bedi, Private Racism.
37. Combahee River Collective, “A Black Feminist Statement”; A. Davis, 
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39. Hanisch, “Personal Is Political,” in Crow, Radical Feminism.
40. Stember, Sexual Racism. For internet content, see, for example, B. Robin-

son, “Personal Preference.”
41. Bedi, Private Racism; Bedi, “Sexual Racism”; Brooks, Unequal Desires; 

Collins, Black Sexual Politics; Cottom, Thick; R. Robinson, “Structural 
Dimensions.”
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Law.
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larger than the coefficient showing White men’s exclusion of Black women versus 
White women’s exclusion of Black men simply because White men and White 
women are more similar in their anti-Black exclusion. Comparing stated exclu-
sions of Black men to Asian men directly in their data indicates that, in fact, 
Asian men are as likely to be excluded as Black men. Furthermore, their models 
analyze only daters who express racial preferences, and the 40-plus percent of 
men and 25-plus percent of women who are race-open in their sample are not 
analyzed. The study findings are often interpreted by the public as though they 
represent the entire sample of daters, and thus the degree of racial bias has been 
inflated.

37. Women’s sending models, however, indicate that, when Asian women ini-
tiate, they send to Asian men first and White men second. We focus primarily on 
response since Asian women are three times more likely to engage in responding 
behaviors over initiating behaviors. Nevertheless, it’s instructive that Asian 
women who do take the initiative show a tendency toward homophily. The 
response results for gay daters are similar to the models shown in figure 6.2.

38. W. Hwang, “People Willing to Date”; Robnett and Feliciano, “Racial- 
Ethnic Exclusion.”

39. Phua and Kaufman, “Crossroads.”
40. It is also possible that Asian American adoptee women more often grow 

up in White families because of gendered transnational adoption patterns from 
many Asian countries, and that Asian American children in mixed-race families 
will be more socialized toward a Asian woman–White man family model since 
that is currently the most common interracial pairing among Asian Americans. 
However, these trends are not large enough to explain the entire phenomenon.

41. Vasquez-Tokos, Marriage Vows.
42. Lamont, Mating Game; Wang, Rise of Intermarriage.
43. See Kelsky, Women on the Verge; Nemoto, “Intimacy”; and Pyke, “Inter-

sectional Approach.”
44. Ku, “White Men.”
45. Nemoto, “Intimacy,” 43.
46. Hondagneu-Sotelo, Gendered Transitions.
47. Yang, Souls of Yellow Folk, introd.
48. Chua and Fujino, “New Asian-American Masculinities.”
49. Asian perpetrators of sexual violence are combined into the “other” category 

in the Bureau of Justice’s crime statistics because the numbers are so much lower 
than other groups. Victimization statistics show that Asian women also report the 
lowest rates of intimate partner homicide, violence, sexual assault, rape, and stalk-
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