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            Introduction
Getting into the Gray Areas

         
         On March 6, 2016, I opened my work email to find a message with the subject line “Go to Africa if You Don’t [Like] America
            You Retarded Ape.” The sender was anonymous, a stranger who felt compelled to inform me in the body of the email that “white
            lives matter way more than you stupid monkeys do.” For variety, he tossed in an additional racist slur, then closed with several
            lines chanting “USA USA USA” followed by streams of text laughter. I was surprised to see the email—it wasn’t at all what
            I was expecting when I opened my inbox—but I also felt curiously detached from the sender’s jeering taunts.
         

         
         I had a feeling I knew why I was being targeted that day. I’d recently written an op-ed piece for Fortune magazine considering how the Black Lives Matter movement would impact workplaces going forward and guessed that perhaps this sender was, rather inarticulately, expressing disagreement with my conclusions. This wasn’t the first email I’d gotten from an irate stranger contacting me out of the blue to offer their unsolicited opinion of me, my research, and Black people in general. I usually see an uptick in these kinds of messages if I’ve recently appeared on a podcast, spoken on public radio, or written an op-ed. Usually the messages are lengthy, riddled with typos, and brimming with visceral rage and hostility. Usually they also go right into my Trash and are not given a second thought. But this one came on the heels of several others with similar content and tone, so I passed them on to my university’s public safety office in case this was the beginning of a more sustained and threatening harassment campaign. After that, I deleted the messages. It wasn’t like I planned to reply and open a dialogue with racist strangers, so that was that. 

         
         Getting the email was not ideal—obviously I’d prefer not to receive racist hate mail—but at the time, I was more focused on
            whether it was possible to report it to campus security in a way that would establish a record in case the sender escalated
            things but that wouldn’t create additional problems for me as an employee. I didn’t say anything about this to most of my
            colleagues when it happened. I was new to the university, and at the time I was the only faculty member in my department who
            was not a white man. And although I liked all my co-workers very much and trusted that they wouldn’t take the side of the
            emailer, quite simply, I did not feel like having a conversation with them about this. I knew they would be sympathetic, but
            I also knew that opening this line of discussion with my colleagues would mean managing their emotions: assuring them that I was perfectly fine, commiserating about the lack of civility today, and sympathizing with
            their sadness and frustration about an event I’d already moved past. What I wanted most was to get back to being about my
            business, and having a conversation with my co-workers about this would just mean spending more time and energy on an anonymous
            racist who did not deserve my attention. I had better things to do.
         

         
         Eventually, though, I did briefly discuss the situation with a few colleagues. When I sent the messages to campus safety, they contacted our head of IT, who reached out to me to offer his apologies and let me know they had a record of what had happened. He also told my department chair, who notified the dean to ensure this was on her radar as well. But I didn’t really expect anything to happen, and they all confirmed that there wasn’t much anyone could do to track down the offender. We didn’t discuss whether receiving racist hate email compromised my ability to do my job, or whether the university had any resources available to assist faculty affected by incidents like these. 

         
         Despite my initial reluctance to share, many years later when I knew my colleagues better, I showed a white male co-worker
            one of the crasser messages I’d received. This colleague also writes about racial matters occasionally for public outlets
            and sometimes gets unsolicited responses from strangers telling him why, in their view, he’s got it all wrong. He was shocked
            and surprised at the contents of the message I shared with him, which opened with the subject line “You’re a Massive Hypocrite
            and That’s Why White People Hate You.” In the body of the email, the sender advised that I “try teaching these gimme gimme
            niggers in your class responsibility and accountability,” questioned “where the FUCK are all of their FATHERS????,” and concluded
            with the opinion that “Black culture is fucking PATHETIC.” After seeing this, my colleague told me that the most offensive
            emails he’d gotten were from strangers calling him stupid. “Yours are on a whole other level,” he said. Indeed.
         

         
         Luckily, these messages never escalated to the point of outright threats. I never felt in any physical danger, and the senders did not follow up. I presume they stewed in their own fury for a while and then eventually directed their energy elsewhere—maybe toward finding the next Unite the Right rally or brushing up on Great Replacement theories. But my experience is illustrative of a couple of things. One is that for many Black workers today, racism is not a relic of the past. It is not tangential. It is a core part of the Black experience, front and center in ways that elude even the most well-meaning white co-workers. Even sitting at home minding my own business, on the faculty of a university that explicitly states its commitment to justice and racial equity, racism still became part of my work life when it popped up in my inbox in response to me doing my job. My qualifications, experience, and skill set don’t matter to these anonymous senders. What bothers them is a Black woman professor who studies racial and gender inequality in the workplace. It feels like an affront to them. 

         
         The second point is that because racial issues are also entrenched, dealing with them is difficult. It requires copious amounts
            of time, energy, and effort. But much of that labor falls solely on Black employees, in ways that are overlooked and ignored,
            because most companies aren’t fully prepared to address these dynamics. Instead, Black workers figure out on their own how
            to manage everything from overt harassment to cumulative microaggressions. Even in my own case, it might seem surprising that
            I had such a dispassionate response to getting racist hate mail and that my primary reaction was to dismiss it. This isn’t
            because my meditation game is just that strong. It’s definitely not because I tend to be a calm person by nature. It’s because
            I’ve learned from experience that the most effective response is no response. At bottom, racist hate emailers want to upset
            me, and I’m too competitive and stubborn to allow them to win. But that itself is a sad commentary—that facing and managing
            racist harassment for doing my job is normalized to the point where being unaffected by it has become the best reaction.
         

         
         The times that I’ve recounted this story to other Black professional friends, they immediately understand my initial reluctance
            to discuss this with my white colleagues. And I was in a relatively fortunate position in that I knew my colleagues would
            have been sympathetic, which many Black workers can’t say. No one in my department would have sided with the emailer (“Well,
            just to play devil’s advocate, from a sociological standpoint, white lives really do matter more!”), relied on exhausting and clichéd tropes (“Heard about the messages—just wanted to make sure you know I don’t hate you. In fact, some of my best friends are Black!”), or clumsily tried to shift the focus to more comfortable territory (“Speaking of emails, you haven’t replied to my message about the spring course schedule yet.”). Their concern would have been immediate and genuine. But it still would have created more work for me, by requiring more emotional management than I was interested in providing. Even if I had needed any resources or support services, the university was unprepared to offer them to help me deal with this. I was on my own. 

         
         Racist hate mail is just one example of the denigration Black workers face every day, and its likelihood and extent probably
            vary depending on the field of employment. But racism at work is pervasive and endemic, arriving in many forms. It’s baked
            into the experiences of Black teachers who find themselves punished for developing strategies that help Black children excel
            academically. It’s embedded in the daily reality of Black nurses who find themselves segregated onto the night shift while
            their white counterparts are concentrated on the more desirable day shifts.1 And it’s the norm for Black attorneys whose efforts to make partner mean socializing with white partners at country clubs
            with a long history of excluding Black members.2

         
         Which factors lead to these unjust scenarios, and what this book will explore, is why work remains a site where race is central and where Black workers bear the brunt of that reality. Because despite efforts
            to construct it as such, work isn’t a neutral, unbiased sphere driven solely by economic production. Rather, work has always
            been a mechanism for maintaining racial inequality, as we’ll discuss later in this Introduction. Key aspects of work—from
            getting a job and establishing workplace norms to advancement and mobility—were not built with Black people in mind. This
            means that in a modern era, when many organizations experiment with diversity programming and profess a commitment to principles
            of inclusion, these efforts in their current iterations are destined to fail. 
         

         
         For me, studying work and race is both a personal and professional endeavor. Many of the topics that I research are also things I experience in my own life. I’ve been the first Black hire or tenured Black professor in every department I’ve worked in and have usually been the only or one of few Black women in most professional settings. This means I’ve had firsthand experience with many of the issues that are present for Black workers today—having to compose myself for work minutes after seeing yet another news account of an unarmed Black man, woman, or child killed by police or armed vigilantes; having my professional qualifications doubted or downplayed; or challenging colleagues’ openly stated beliefs that hiring Black workers would “just bring down [the department’s] quality,” to name a few. And my research has shown that I’m one of the (relatively) lucky ones—Black workers in other professional settings, like law, business, and engineering, often confront these issues in even more inhospitable climates. What I’ve found in my research is that efforts toward diversity and inclusion will never succeed until they address the ways that work does what it has been designed to do—perpetuate and maintain racial divides. 

         
         
            Gray Areas: How Work Drives Racial Inequality

            There was once a time when it was perfectly unremarkable for employers to hang signs declaring “Whites Only Need Apply” when
               advertising for open positions. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 made that illegal, but that doesn’t mean work has since become
               an equitable space. Today, work drives racial inequality through its cultural, social, and relational aspects—what I refer
               to in this book as the gray areas. Gray areas exist apart from the specific expectations and duties that are required for a given job, and because of this, they are much more amorphous, ambiguous, and difficult (though absolutely possible) to change. They can inform how we gain employment, how those jobs are done, what norms and values are given priority in a workplace, or how we advance or leave a company. 

            
            Take for example an airline pilot, whose job is to fly passengers safely from one location to another. Pilots are expected
               to have the technical skills and know-how to do this job effectively, but no one simply lands in the cockpit out of nowhere.
               How do pilots learn that a particular airline is hiring? How do they gain information that helps them succeed in the job interview?
               How do they navigate an environment where they must fit in with copilots, flight attendants, and other crew members? How do
               they know when there are opportunities for advancement? How can they get the necessary support to move into supervisory roles?
            

            
            These processes all exist apart from the basics of flying passengers from one location to another. Many commercial pilots,
               for instance, move into these jobs after stints in the armed services, meaning they can rely on the connections and networks
               they build in those spaces to learn about position openings and generate referrals. Cultural norms in the airline industry
               promote strict hierarchies that both reflect military structure and define clear relationships between pilots, copilots, and
               flight attendants. Additionally, the relationships that pilots build with others in the field can determine their opportunities
               for certain positions and with specific airlines.3 These aspects of work are distinct from the requirements of the job, yet they matter significantly because they constitute
               a core component of how we work today.
            

            
            To some degree, gray areas have always been a part of how we work. Humans are social creatures, and our jobs entail more than just our basic responsibilities and assigned duties. During the Industrial Revolution of the 1800s, personal ties likely gave some workers leverage over other job candidates when looking for factory work. In the post-Fordist workplace of the 1950s, managers created an environment that prized efficiency, speed, and productivity, and this surely benefited employees who could adhere to these ideals. Work has always been about more than just the job, and gray areas have long functioned to shape and determine how work gets done, and to maintain some inequities. 

            
            In our modern workplace, however, gray areas take on greater significance. For one thing, in the service-driven, highly specialized,
               tech-based economy in which we now live, relationships and networks matter more than ever. They determine how we learn about
               potential jobs, who gets serious consideration for them, how performance in those jobs is evaluated, and who has access to
               and information about other positions when it’s time to move on.4 Cultural dynamics matter more too, as organizations often prioritize teamwork and collaborative initiatives as key parts
               of how work is designed. No matter how technically skilled, the product engineer who doesn’t have connections to anyone in
               Silicon Valley and doesn’t work well with others will have a hard time landing a job at Facebook. Today, gray areas are nearly—or
               sometimes equally—as important as one’s capacity to perform the technical requirements of a job.
            

            
         
         
            What Qualifies as a Gray Area?

            As the cultural, social, and relational parts of work, gray areas help to contextualize many of the slights and offenses that
               Black workers encounter in these spaces. Derald Wing Sue has popularized the concept of microaggressions, those seemingly
               small, minor offenses that accumulate over time and that Black employees regularly confront.5 A Black man may arrive at work at the same time as a white colleague who mistakes him for a stranger and attempts to bar him from the premises—an incident that happened to William, a Dallas-based lawyer I interviewed. Or Black employees may face “glass cliffs” or “glass ceilings”—invisible pitfalls or barriers that curtail or stymie advancement. This was the case for Shaundra, an executive in Philadelphia, who, despite qualifications, experience, and interest, watched several colleagues who lacked one or all of those criteria get promoted past her. Tokenism, when employees are hired because of their underrepresented status but only marginally included in workspaces, is also a common issue for Black workers. Dennis, an engineer in Atlanta, encountered a form of this firsthand when he was asked to represent his company when it needed to show its commitment to diversity but was otherwise excluded from important projects that would have aided his advancement. 

            
            These processes are not the gray areas themselves: the gray areas are the contexts, the cultural, social, and relational norms
               in contemporary workplaces, that allow microaggressions, glass ceilings and cliffs, and tokenism to thrive. In other words,
               when company culture discourages attention to racial matters, microaggressions and tokenism transpire more easily and with
               little recourse. When advancement is based on relationships with managers and supervisors rather than on transparent, specific
               barometers, glass ceilings and cliffs may be widespread. Looking at the gray areas in a workplace helps to explain why such
               issues are so prevalent and commonplace, and why companies often fail to take them seriously.
            

            
         
         
            A Brief History of Race and Work

            It may seem unorthodox to think that work drives racial inequalities, but a look back through American history reveals this has always been the case. Beginning in 1619, America’s reliance on race-based slavery meant that Black labor served many fundamental purposes. It powered the nation’s economy, but it also crystallized racial lines around work, labor, and citizenship. Black slave labor was critical for building white wealth, but it also functioned as a means of denying Blacks the rights and privileges associated with US citizenship. The legal foundations of slavery meant that white owners were entitled to Blacks’ labor. But the institution also created a dynamic in which work in the form of hard labor and production of goods and services was something done by Blacks and some lower income whites—even if the economic, social, and psychological value of that work went directly to whites. 

            
            When the Civil War brought slavery to a close, the relationship between race and labor changed. With slavery no longer legally
               permissible in its earlier iterations, the US economy had to shift and readjust. In some states, this meant that Black labor
               could still be appropriated by state institutions. Consequently, Black citizens remained enmeshed in a form of legal slavery
               as a result of state codes that disproportionately targeted poor Blacks for vagrancy laws and then forced them to work for
               free for the state as part of the terms of their incarceration. In some states, these work arrangements were foundational
               to industrialization.6 Blacks continued to be the people who did the most difficult, degrading work, while being denied compensation for their efforts.
            

            
            For nearly a century after the Civil War, from the end of Reconstruction in 1877 to the passage of the Civil Rights Act in
               1964, Blacks were relegated to underfunded schools and dilapidated neighborhoods and were consigned to the lowest paying and
               least desirable jobs. The most common occupation for Black men during this period was sharecropping, while Black women were
               most likely to find employment doing domestic work. Extensive barriers and rigidly segregated social institutions (neighborhoods,
               schools, hospitals, public spaces) prevented Blacks from accessing jobs in the emerging manufacturing industries and professional
               spheres. (The exceptions to the latter were those who attended historically Black colleges and universities [HBCUs] and went
               into jobs catering primarily to Black communities—attorneys like Thurgood Marshall, teachers like Nannie Helen Burroughs,
               or doctors like Charles Drew.)
            

            
            In a system of rigid segregation, work remained a way of maintaining racial differences. Whites—men in particular—had greater access to a wider array of jobs and occupations simply because legal and political strictures ensured that there was much less competition from other groups. Women of all races also encountered widespread discrimination that excluded them from high-paying, influential work. And as long as Blacks were restricted to the worst jobs that left them largely impoverished, it became easy to use circular reasoning to justify their treatment. In other words, Blacks’ concentration in low-wage jobs and poor neighborhoods was often touted as evidence of their weak moral fiber, proclivity toward crime and disease, and inability to integrate, rather than being a consequence of long-term, institutionalized racial segregation.7 Blacks were denied access to the kinds of jobs that offered influence, power, economic stability, and wealth. Consequently,
               work differentiated the emerging, predominantly white middle class from its poorer Black counterparts.
            

            
            From the Black Codes in the South to redlining in the urban North, laws and policies ensured that Blacks would not have access
               to work that could potentially create economic stability and perhaps lead to racial equality. Today these laws are no longer
               in place. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 specifically forbids any discrimination based on race. Employers can no longer openly
               state that they will not hire Black candidates. Those “Whites Only Need Apply” signs are relegated to vintage photographs
               and museums, as markers of an ugly history that is no longer acceptable in the present.
            

            
            In the wake of these changes, the mechanisms of racial division in our workplaces have become more covert than they once were. When I talk with Black employees about work, they rarely describe explicit rules specifically singling them out for differential treatment. They don’t encounter openly discriminatory policies requiring them to enter through different doors or use separate facilities. In fact, those forms of discrimination would be easier to identify and change. But because overt, explicit racism is no longer (for the most part) legally or socially sanctioned, it has become common to think of work as a neutral, objective space where people get jobs on the basis of skills and qualifications, operate in a competitive but fairly structured labor market, are paid what they deserve, and get ahead because of their talents and ability to outwork others. As a society, we’ve constructed this narrative that work is an equitable space, a meritocratic environment where workers compete on a level playing field. 

            
            This perception of work, however, is as inaccurate today as it ever was. Although discrimination no longer occurs through
               explicit mechanisms, work continues to confer legitimacy and maintain racial hierarchies by enshrining barriers for Black
               employees that are not present for their white counterparts. Employers still discriminate against applicants whose names seem
               to signal a Black identity, with such candidates less likely to receive callbacks than whites with identical résumés. Black
               workers are subject to different rules and harsher sanctions than their white colleagues, even for the same infractions. Seemingly
               race-neutral policies that ban dreadlocks, cornrows, and braids disproportionately disadvantage Black employees. These barriers
               create patterns of employment segregation that have persisted well past the end of the civil rights era and continue even
               amidst widespread moves toward corporate diversity, equity, and inclusion policies.8

            
            At the same time, we live in an era where work has become increasingly uncertain and insecure. In the modern economy, growing
               numbers of Americans toil in “bad jobs”—those that offer low pay, unpredictable schedules, few benefits, and little prestige.9 These are not the middle-class jobs of the mid-twentieth century that allowed many white men to support families and move to comfortable houses in (racially segregated) suburbs. These are jobs in the service sectors of the economy where employees are subject to unpredictable schedules, few to no benefits, and a minimum wage that falls well below the cost of living in many areas. Even the emerging gig economy, which purports to offer more autonomy and control for workers, comes with heightened surveillance and minimal or nonexistent antidiscrimination, labor, or safety protections.10 And with the fallout from the coronavirus pandemic continuing to upend much of our economy, many of these jobs, particularly
               in the retail sector, may be gone for good.
            

            
            With this mix of occupational uncertainty, increasingly covert manifestations of racism, and the widening economic inequality,
               the flash points around race and work have become even more incendiary. Immigrants—particularly those of color—are pilloried
               for “taking jobs” from “real Americans” or are stereotyped as “illegals” who risk inviting unwelcome attention from authorities.11 Programs promoting affirmative action and diversity frequently elicit backlash and anger from whites who believe that, with
               existing prohibitions on racial discrimination, Blacks are now being unfairly advantaged at their expense. Work, particularly
               in the form of “good jobs” that offer stability, benefits, and security, remains implicitly—and sometimes explicitly—characterized
               as the province of white Americans, with people of color perceived as usurpers moving into territory in which they do not
               belong.
            

            
            When work isn’t just about paying bills but takes on outsize importance as something that confers legitimacy, belonging, and
               citizenship, then it becomes easier for it to take on racial connotations. And in a society where work itself has now become
               more insecure, elusive, and precarious, the stakes attached to it become even higher. For much of US history, work has been
               a way of maintaining racial hierarchies and dividing those deemed “deserving” from those who were not.
            

            
            Today, the gray areas of work—the relationships, networks, and cultural norms that are increasingly salient in the modern workplace—allow this to continue. They are present in traditional models where hourly or salaried workers are directly employed by a company and in nontraditional platform-based arrangements where independent contractors are paid for their services. They affect men and women alike, in jobs that involve work as varied as making movies to using nanotechnology to delivering food. What is the result of these gray areas? Black employees are less likely to be hired, more likely to stall out at middle levels, and ultimately rarely progress to senior leadership roles. We can do better. 

            
         
         
            Why Gray Areas Matter Now

            Right now, the United States is entering a period of unprecedented demographic change. Most projections suggest that there
               will be no clear racial majority group within a few decades, a prospect that leaves many whites with a great deal of angst
               and unease.12 At the same time, the country is in the midst of extreme levels of income inequality, driven in no small part by shifts in
               our economy, reconfigurations in work over the past half century, and public policies that exacerbate difficulties for working
               families.13 Though workers continue to increase productivity, a combination of factors including antiunion legislation, technological
               shifts, the gutting of the public sector, and minimal limits on executive compensation means that economic gains aren’t going
               to workers—they are going to those at the very top.
            

            
            As work perpetuates racial inequality, Black workers are largely locked out of the most influential, high-status jobs and
               are disproportionately represented among low-wage workers or those seeking regular employment. This presents a serious problem
               for a society that is rapidly becoming more and more racially diverse. At the time of this writing, Americans who identify
               as Latinx and/or Black are nearly a third of the US population, Asian Americans are the fastest growing racial group, and
               the numbers of those who identify as multiracial increased by 35 percent between 2010 and 2018.14 These numbers are poised to increase in upcoming years, meaning that earlier depictions of the United States as a mostly
               white country are simply becoming less accurate and applicable.
            

            
            As the US population becomes more racially diverse, it is incumbent upon companies to rise to the occasion by reflecting these changes among employees and leadership. Not only that, upcoming generations of workers of color are forcefully and loudly demanding organizational change. Millennial and Gen Z workers are no longer content to play by the old rules that necessitated working long hours with little to no work–life balance. They want workplaces that allow them to live life more fully; but critically, many of them also want to work in environments that offer a real commitment to racial diversity and equity.15 Organizations are going to have to adapt to meet the needs of a shifting employer and consumer base, and workers deserve
               to labor in companies where they are welcomed, can thrive, and have a path to leadership positions should they want to pursue
               them.
            

            
            If work continues to remain a source of racial inequality, then not only will we continue to waste human capital, but we will
               establish a culture where, by design, a growing majority of the population is blocked from fully contributing to the society
               at large. As a society, we’re at an inflection point: we can continue marginalizing and disadvantaging a rapidly growing segment
               of our population, or we can finally begin to confront how work is one of the major mechanisms that perpetuates racial inequality
               and start fixing it.
            

            
         
         
            The Research

            How is it possible to understand and identify how and where gray areas exist and the ways they make work fundamentally unequal?
               By going straight to the source—the workers themselves. Since I was a graduate student, I’ve been interested in understanding
               how Black workers navigate the complexities and challenges of the labor market, jobs, and organizations. Given the inordinate
               amount of time Americans spend working, their places of employment are prime sites for studying racial dynamics, perceptions,
               and inequalities. Hearing about these firsthand from Black workers who can narrate their experiences is a fascinating way
               to shed light on how the way we work maintains racial inequality. 
            

            
            Over the course of my career as a sociologist examining how and why racial and gender inequality persists in professional occupations, I’ve interviewed hundreds of Black workers about their lives, experiences, challenges, and opportunities at work. I’ve spoken with doctors, lawyers, entrepreneurs, EMTs, teachers, and countless other workers in places as varied as my university office, public parks, coffee shops, and in one memorable case, when no other quiet location was available, in a restricted stairwell for maintenance workers at Union Station in Washington, DC, that was accidentally left unlocked. These interviews, which form the basis for the analysis in this book, provide a unique and illuminating view into the landscape Black workers face in the United States today. 

            
            I usually find respondents through “snowball sampling,” a methodology in which respondents refer others who might be interested
               in participating in a research project. It’s particularly useful when seeking out hard-to-find or underrepresented populations
               like Black male nurses or Black female physicians. Using this methodological approach, I’ve researched Black men working in
               male-dominated professions to understand how being in the racial minority and gender majority affects how they experience
               tokenism. A different project focused on Black health-care workers to understand how they navigate increasing privatization,
               staffing shortages, and efforts to diversify their industry. Yet another study examined how Black professionals manage and
               control their emotions while at work and considered how being in the minority shapes their emotional expression.
            

            
            These interviews usually follow a similar process. I spend an hour, sometimes more, talking in detail with respondents about multiple aspects of their professional lives—how they got interested in the work that they do, what they see as their biggest challenges, whether and how they think race has an impact on their work. Sometimes I also spend time with respondents at their jobs to try to understand how they experience work on a daily basis. I usually start with scripted questions, but over time the interviews can come to feel more like conversations about what work is like for Black employees today. In many cases, the issues respondents discuss with me are things that have been nagging at them for some time but that they only now have the opportunity to put into words and articulate to someone who’s genuinely interested. 

            
            With this book, I took a similar approach. Gray Areas draws from more than a decade’s worth of research to show how these nebulous aspects of the modern work world facilitate ongoing
               racial inequality. I relied on multiple interviews with most of my sources to get a clear understanding of their lives. The
               book follows seven Black workers from a range of backgrounds to highlight how, via gray areas, the way we work maintains racial
               inequality. I have altered their names and identifying details (as well as for others in this book) and lightly edited their
               words for clarity but not content. Alex works in the gig economy, Max is an emergency medicine doctor, Constance is a chemical
               engineer, Brian is a filmmaker, Amalia is a journalist, Darren is a corporate vice president, and Kevin works for a nonprofit.
            

            
            These seven workers provide a view of how larger structural issues beyond their control—the growth of gig and contract work,
               the expansion of the service industry, intersections of race and gender—affect Black employees trying to navigate workplaces
               that often do not “work” for them. Their narratives highlight how gray areas are present in three core aspects of work: hiring,
               navigating the job, and promotion. Together, these workers’ accounts show the scope and breadth of gray areas, and the urgency
               of attending to them if we genuinely want to see workplaces that are equipped for a more racially diverse future.
            

            
         
         
            A Different Future

            As we meet and learn about these seven workers, I make suggestions for how we can shift aspects of the hiring process to include rather than exclude Black workers, rethink organizational cultures so that Black employees’ experiences are central rather than peripheral, and establish pathways that move capable Black candidates into leadership roles. I’ll also overcome the sociologist’s tendency toward fatalism by providing actionable items that can help address the gray areas of work. At the close of each section, I provide key takeaways, along with a checklist for everyday workers, DEI practitioners, HR leaders, and executives and senior managers. These checklists offer solutions that different categories of workers can consider implementing so that the gray areas of work offer more equitable opportunities instead of restricting them along racial lines. These will be major changes, but ones that could bring major benefits: the most significant being that for the first time, American workplaces might actually look like America. 

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
Cultural
Doing Diversity Badly

         
         It may seem odd to focus on company culture as an example of a gray area that perpetuates racial inequality. After all, diversity in the workplace is no longer a marginal issue, and many if not most organizations would say that they prioritize diversity as a core value. In 2003, companies spent about $8 billion per year on diversity initiatives, and the field has only grown since then. A 2019 survey of 234 companies found that nearly two-thirds had hired diversity managers in the previous three years.1 Diversity has become big business, and this might seem to suggest that companies are now committed to advancing this cause
            in ways that they weren’t even a few years ago.
         

         
         Despite the stated focus on diversity, however, Black workers continue to face racial slights, indignities, and worse. In
            summer 2020 during the Black Lives Matter movement, news stories revealed systemic racism in a wide array of industries. In
            real estate, Black developers noted the racial biases and assumptions that made it difficult for them to secure financing
            to build properties and provide housing, especially outside of predominantly Black areas.2 Accounts of racism in policing and the impact it has, not just on citizens, but on Black officers, became commonplace.3 And even as journalists were reporting these stories, newsrooms began to wrestle with their lack of racial diversity and the impact that has for adequately covering breaking news about racial matters.4

         
         These stories surfaced relatively recently, but the sentiments underlying them weren’t new. For decades, Black workers have
            been calling attention to the adverse assumptions and expectations they face at work. And during much of that time, companies
            have responded by restating their commitment to diversity, spending money to bring in consultants, and assuring employees,
            shareholders, and the public that this is an issue of utmost importance to them. Yet the problems persist. This is because
            focusing on diversity alone accomplishes absolutely nothing. Unless companies are also committed to changing their cultures,
            the barriers that Black workers identify will persist.
         

         
         When we refer to a company’s culture, what are we talking about? Organizational culture refers to the norms, expectations,
            and values that are collectively held among members of an organization. Leadership in an organization usually develops the
            culture and then inculcates it in employees and patrons through various processes. When launching Facebook, creator and owner
            Mark Zuckerberg created a culture encouraging informality, creativity, and thinking outside the box. In contrast, former employees
            of the now-defunct company Theranos alleged that disgraced founder Elizabeth Holmes developed an organizational culture built
            on paranoia, mistrust, and secrecy.5 While the outcomes were different, in both cases, leadership set the tone and then established the culture through personnel
            decisions, workplace expectations, and other aspects of the work routine.
         

         
         
            Four Types of Culture

            Management scholars Kim Cameron and Robert Quinn argue that most corporate cultures fall into one of four typologies. Clan culture encourages workers to see one another as family and to prioritize interpersonal relationships. Adhocracy culture is encapsulated in Mark Zuckerberg’s motto “move fast and break things,” prizing innovation, unorthodoxy, and risk-taking.
               Market culture is highly results driven, with a heavy focus on outputs. And hierarchy cultures emphasize interactions and norms driven by existing rules, regulations, guidelines, and procedures.6 These varied cultures can have a critical impact on how workers interact with others in a company as well as the extent to
               which an organization feels like a comfortable place for them.
            

            
            As we’ll see here in Part I, these cultures can create various challenges that make it hard for Black workers to fit in and
               find their footing. The emphasis in clan cultures on “being part of a family,” for instance, can be off-putting for Black
               employees who experience hostility or alienation from white colleagues. Adhocracy cultures prize unorthodox thinking and risk-taking,
               but Black workers have less leeway to bounce back from risks that go wrong.7 Market culture focuses on numbers and bottom lines but ignores how persistent discrimination can impede Black workers’ ability
               to meet targets and goals. Finally, hierarchy culture’s rigid focus on extant norms and regulations overlooks how rules themselves
               can be structured in ways that neglect and ignore Black employees’ realities.
            

            
            Over time, the beliefs and assumptions that are part of an organization’s culture typically become unspoken and frequently
               taken for granted. When this happens, leaders do not necessarily need to remind workers or customers of the expectations at
               their company. The norms become embedded into the ways workers interact, the options they have, and the decisions they make.
               Critics of policing, for instance, often argue that part of the reason why police violence persists is because the organizational
               culture of many police forces is one that tolerates or even encourages it.8 Thus new employees do not have to be told the culture in explicit terms but observe the behaviors and interactions that are
               normalized and then act accordingly.
            

            
            As a result, organizational culture can become most visible when it is violated (whether intentionally or unwittingly). In the US Congress—a governing body but still a workplace for the legislators who assemble there—the organizational culture mandates that representatives dress conservatively and follow precise rules and formalities for interacting. Yet as elected congressional representatives Cori Bush and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez pointed out, an organizational culture that requires formality in the form of demure dress and business clothes can be costly for those who are unaccustomed to this work and do not come from backgrounds where such clothes are already in their wardrobe. As Bush tweeted after winning her election, “The reality of being a regular person going to Congress is that it’s really expensive to get the business clothes I need for the Hill.”9 For Bush, and presumably for other new representatives from comparable backgrounds, the organizational culture in this space
               may not be a perfect match with their previous experiences.10

            
         
         
            Colorblind Ideology

            What goes unspoken in many workplaces is that organizational culture is rarely created with Black workers’ realities, lives,
               and experiences in mind. Often this takes the form of a colorblind organizational culture, where the workplace norm is that
               attention to racial issues is impolite at best and racist at worst. If the everyday norms in a workplace demand that employees
               keep silent about racial matters, or if no policies are in place to protect workers who speak up about racial issues, then
               an organization communicates pretty clearly that it intends to be colorblind rather than color conscious.
            

            
            The concept of colorblind ideology, developed by sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, refers to a belief system that downplays
               and ignores race and racial differences.11 On its face, such an ideological bent might seem benign or even admirable, particularly given the long struggles for racial equity and efforts to make racial differences irrelevant in social, economic, and political outcomes. But by dismissing race, colorblind ideology also overlooks the mechanisms that allow racial disparities to persist. In other words, if we don’t “see” race, then it becomes impossible to “see”—and eradicate—the ongoing processes that perpetuate racial inequalities. 

            
            Colorblind ideology did not emerge in a vacuum. Rather, it is the result of political, economic, cultural, and social shifts
               over centuries. In America’s earliest days, explicitly racist ideologies and practices were normative, commonplace, and unremarkable.
               As discussed in the Introduction, slavery was a core part of the engine of the US economy. The corresponding, dominant racial
               ideology that developed to justify this practice argued that because Black Americans were racially inferior, if not subhuman,
               slavery was for the good of all (including Blacks, who, according to this extremely faulty logic, would not have to trouble
               their weak minds with the responsibilities freedom demanded). As such, it simply maintained the natural racial order.
            

            
            In the aftermath of the slavery era, the racial ideology had to shift to accommodate new social, economic, and political realities.
               Slavery was illegal, but after Reconstruction, states enacted increasingly restrictive laws that largely mandated segregation
               and entrenched racial inequality. As Jim Crow–era policies became increasingly common, a cultural shift also had to accompany
               this new reality and explain why Blacks, who under slavery could live and work in close proximity to whites, now needed to
               be rigidly separated. This is where we see ideology move from one explaining that slavery is a “peculiar institution” that
               benefits Blacks and whites alike, to the “separate but equal” ideology asserting that Blacks are violent, dangerous threats
               to the social order who must be controlled through strict separation and lynching if necessary.
            

            
            The Civil Rights Act of 1964 put an end to legal, overt, race-based discrimination. Correspondingly, survey data show a change in American attitudes about racial matters. Respondents are less likely to identify as racist, to say they oppose integration, and to support banning interracial marriage. But the mechanisms that perpetuate racial inequality still exist. Voting districts remain gerrymandered, schools that serve mostly Black students are disproportionately underfunded, and most neighborhoods and cities remain highly segregated.12 How do we explain persistent race-based inequalities in an era when being racist is no longer socially acceptable?
            

            
            Colorblind ideology offers a way to do just that. By drawing from a belief system which maintains that race doesn’t matter
               anymore, those who use this ideology downplay the very real ways that systemic racism operates to shape multiple aspects of
               social life, from where we live to who our friends are to what we learn in school. Being colorblind means that there’s no
               need to pay attention to or talk about racism, and that even doing so is gauche and impolite. After all, if the civil rights
               movement put an end to racism, then there is no need to continue discussing or attempting to address it. But more perniciously,
               avoiding the subject means that the more covert mechanisms that allow racial inequalities to thrive—the gerrymandering, racial
               disparities in school funding, and housing discrimination—continue to do so unabated.
            

            
            Drawing from interviews and survey data of Black and white Americans’ racial attitudes, Bonilla-Silva found four key frames
               that comprise and justify colorblind ideology. Abstract liberalism refers to the broad practice of opposing policies designed to create more racial equity because of a commitment to individual
               liberty. Here, respondents argued that they opposed reparations, affirmative action, and other policies designed to address
               racial inequalities because they believed these impinged on individual freedoms—especially their own. This broad approach
               allowed people to focus on personal autonomy while ignoring how group-based processes like redlining, intergenerational wealth
               transfers, and neighborhood segregation maintain discrimination. The minimization of racism frame labels racism and racial inequality as rare and elusive, categorizing “real” racism as the stuff of Klan rallies, thus
               pushing people to justify many existing racist practices as acceptable and excusable. The biologization of culture frame presents certain behaviors as endemic among Black communities, thus suggesting that deficient cultural values explain
               racial disadvantage better than systemic processes. This frame lets users excuse racial inequality by attributing it to the
               “fact” that Black culture devalues education and work, thus overlooking the documented existence of extensive labor market
               discrimination or the effects of persistent school segregation. Finally, the naturalization frame explains racial inequalities as inevitable, suggesting that it’s just “normal” for people to want to live around, marry,
               or go to school with similar others—even if that leads to racially discriminatory behaviors to achieve these goals. Ultimately,
               the real utility of these colorblind frames is that they allow people to remain blind to the ongoing, persistent realities
               of contemporary racial inequality.
            

            
         
         
            Abstract Liberalism: Opposing Racism with Inaction

            When it comes to organizational culture, abstract liberalism may mean that companies put forth carefully crafted statements
               that support their commitment to diversity and profess their belief in inclusion and equity. These statements can hit all
               the right notes about the importance of having a diverse and inclusive workspace and reiterate the message that the organization
               will not stand for or tolerate racism within its ranks. Some organizations may even hire high-ranking managers and vice presidents
               whose purview focuses on diversity and inclusion. In times of racial unrest, companies may release public statements affirming
               their opposition to racism, as many organizations did during the summer of 2020 when Black Lives Matter protests rocked the
               country.
            

            
            Statements sound good, but they are not policies. Without concerted action, words alone don’t create internal change. And when it comes to policies, organizations that have a culture of abstract liberalism fall far short because they do not develop practices or inculcate norms that consider how organizations can actively work to create more racial equity. Companies steeped in the culture of abstract liberalism may state their commitment to diversity but shy away from enacting policies that protect Black workers from customers’ (or colleagues’) racist harassment. They may do so because the default focus is on (white) individuals’ right to express their views, rather than on Black employees’ right to work without racial animus.13 Or they might hire a vice president for diversity and inclusion while discouraging concrete policies that would increase
               the number of workers of color in management roles.14 If an organization’s colorblind culture is driven by abstract liberalism, it may say the right things but will likely not
               have measures in place that would create a truly racially inclusive workplace.
            

            
            This mismatch between words and action may not be an accident. Legal scholar Lauren Edelman has shown that changes in enforcement
               mean that many organizations are more focused on ensuring compliance with regulations than on implementing policies that actually
               move the needle.15 In other words, organizations know that they must take proactive measures not to run afoul of regulators or leave themselves
               open to legal liability. No one wants to be sued for racial discrimination, and companies do not want to be sanctioned. So
               they establish measures that ensure that they are protected from any legal action, but regulators and legal standards do not
               mandate that these protocols actually have to work. And without that requirement, many companies don’t take that extra step
               to ensure their policies really succeed.
            

            
            Diversity training provides an excellent example of how this occurs in many workplaces. Such training has become nearly ubiquitous
               in corporate spaces; as sociologists Frank Dobbin and Alexandra Kalev report in a 2016 Harvard Business Review article, “nearly half of midsize companies use it, as do nearly all the Fortune 500.”16 Workers are often required to attend diversity training as part of onboarding or routine compliance. Yet despite being widespread,
               little evidence suggests that it actually improves either the numbers or the general experiences of Black workers in areas
               where they are underrepresented.
            

            
            In a landmark study of more than seven hundred private-sector companies, Dobbin and Kalev, along with sociologist Erin Kelley,
               found that mandated diversity workshops accomplished virtually nothing when it came to getting more women of all races and
               men of color into managerial roles.17 In fact, these programs actually had the potential to backfire, as they often induced resistance and resentment from white
               workers required to attend them.18 And it’s not just white workers who chafe at
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