


as in the less-integrated ones. Among the highest achievers
(3.5 GPA or higher), the differences are even more stark, with
the effect of acting white almost five times as great in set-
tings with more cross-ethnic friendships than expected.
Black males in such schools fare the worst, penalized seven
times as harshly as my estimate of the average effect of act-
ing white on all black students!

This finding, along with the fact that I find no evidence
of acting white in predominantly black
schools, adds to the evidence of a “Shaker
Heights” syndrome, in which racially inte-
grated settings only reinforce pressures to
toe the ethnic line.

In Search of an Answer
That acting white is more prevalent in
schools with more interethnic contact hardly
passes the test of political correctness. It
nonetheless provides a clue to what is going
on. Anthropologists have long observed that
social groups seek to preserve their identity,
an activity that accelerates when threats to internal
cohesion intensify. Within a group, the more suc-
cessful individuals can be expected to enhance the
power and cohesion of the group as long as their loy-
alty is not in question. But if the group risks losing
its most successful members to outsiders, then the
group will seek to prevent the outflow. Cohesive yet
threatened groups—the Amish, for example—are
known for limiting their children’s education for fear
that too much contact with the outside world risks
the community’s survival.

In an achievement-based society where two
groups, for historical reasons, achieve at noticeably
different levels, the group with lower achievement

popularity appears to
be twice as large in
the more-integrated
schools as in the
less-integrated ones.

interethnic contact. This, of course, is exactly what I found
with regard to acting white.

Understanding acting white in this way places the con-
cept within a broader conceptual framework that tran-
scends specific cultural contexts and lifts the topic beyond
pointless ideological exchanges. There is necessarily a trade-
off between doing well and rejection by your peers when
you come from a traditionally low-achieving group, espe-
cially when that group comes into con-
tact with more outsiders.

The effect
of acting
white on

levels is at risk of losing its most successful mem-

bers, especially in situations where successful indi-

viduals have opportunities to establish contacts with out-
siders. Over the long run, the group faces the danger that its
most successful members will no longer identify with its inter-
ests, and group identity will itself erode. To forestall such ero-
sion, groups may try to reinforce their identity by penaliz-
ing members for differentiating themselves from the group.
The penalties are likely to increase whenever the threats to
group cohesion intensify.

Applying this model of behavior to minority and white
students yields two important predictions: A positive relation-
ship between academic achievement and peer-group accep-
tance (popularity) will erode and turn negative, whenever the
group as a whole has lower levels of achievement. And that
erosion will be exacerbated in contexts that foster more

Alternative Explanations

Such a conceptualization is preferable to both of the two
theories that have so far dominated discussions of acting
white: the notion of oppositional culture and the allegation
of cultural self-sabotage.

The oppositional culture theory, developed by Fordham
and Ogbu in the wake of their experiences at “Capitol High,”
accounts for the observed differences between blacks and
whites as follows: (1) white people provide blacks with infe-
rior schooling and treat them differently in school; (2) by
imposing a job ceiling, white people fail to reward blacks
adequately for their academic achievement in adult life; and
(3) black Americans develop coping devices which, in turn,
further limit their striving for academic success. Fordham
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and Ogbu suggest the problem arose partly because white
Americans traditionally refused to acknowledge that black
Americans were capable of intellectual achievement and partly
because black Americans subsequently began to doubt their
own intellectual ability, began to define academic success as
white people’s prerogative, and began to discourage their
peers, perhaps unconsciously, from emulating white people
in striving for academic success.

However plausible it sounds, the oppositional culture
theory cannot explain why the acting-white problem is great-
est in integrated settings. If Fordham and Ogbu were correct,
the social sanctions for acting white should be most severe
in places like the segregated school, where opportunities are
most limited. The results of my studies, of course, point in
precisely the opposite direction.

The notion that acting white is simply attributable to
self-sabotage is even less persuasive. According to its propo-
nents, black and Hispanic cultures are dysfunctional, punish-
ing successful members of their group rather than reward-
ing their success. That theory is more a judgment than an
explanation. A universal, it cannot explain the kinds of vari-
ations from one school setting to another that are so appar-
ent in the data I have explored.

The Need for New Identities

How important are these social pressures? Although that
story has yet to be fully told, in my view, the prevalence of act-
ing white in schools with racially mixed student bodies sug-
gests that social pressures could go a long way toward explain-
ing the large racial and ethnic gaps in SAT scores, the
underperformance of minorities in suburban schools, and the
lack of adequate representation of blacks and Hispanics in elite
colleges and universities.

Minority communities in the United States have yet to gen-
erate a large cadre of high achievers, a situation as discour-
aging as the high incarceration rates among minorities who
never finish high school. In fact, the two patterns may be
linked. As long as distressed communities provide minorities
with their identities, the social costs of breaking free will
remain high. To increase the likelihood that more can do so,
society must find ways for these high achievers to thrive in
settings where adverse social pressures are less intense. The
integrated school, by itself, apparently cannot achieve that end.

Roland G. Fryer is assistant professor of economics, Harvard
University and a faculty research fellow, the National Bureau of
Economic Research.
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