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Inverting the Lens: White Privilege Denial
in Evaluations of Politicians and Policy
Reagan Dobbs and Stephen P. Nicholson

Public understandings of race in the United States have evolved, at least among some, to acknowledge that whiteness confers
privilege. In contrast to the negative racial stereotypes that animate racial resentment, white privilege inverts the lens by focusing on
whites and the notion that whiteness confers unearned advantages. Given the centrality of race in American politics, we investigate
white privilege denial and whether it matters politically. Our inquiry shows white privilege denial is a distinct racial construct and
that nearly half of whites are at least somewhat in denial with nearly one-third rejecting all the white privilege items. We found that
white privilege denial is politically consequential, helping explain white attitudes across a range of political attitudes including
support for political leaders, parties, and public policy. To capture the range and complexity of racial attitudes among whites, we
recommend that studies of racial attitudes in politics include white privilege denial.

R
acial animus is the primary focus of research on
white racial attitudes in the United States. While
expressions of negative affect towards racial minor-

ities have changed over time, understandings of race have
likewise evolved to recognize what it means to be white. So
even as survey measures of racial animosity remain a
powerful tool for capturing white racial attitudes, scholarly
(and increasingly public) understandings of race have
evolved, to some extent, to recognize that whiteness
confers privilege (McIntosh 1988). These advantages,
which are systemic, include greater social status, material
welfare, and freedom from ill-treatment (DuBois 1935;
Pager and Shepard 2008; Rothstein 2017; Trounstine
2016).
Yet these advantages are hidden or not easily observed

by whites because they constitute everyday “normal” life.
White privilege denial is a subtle and frequently over-
looked type of racial thinking, one that quietly, but
powerfully, rejects the idea that there are unearned advan-
tages of being white. White privilege is a distinctly inter-
group concept, capturing the positive self-regard whites
derive from their high status in the racial hierarchy. Given
the centrality of race in American politics (Hutchings and
Valentino 2004), we introduce a measure of white privi-
lege denial, explore its relationship to other prominent
racial constructs, and examine whether, and how, it is
pertinent to whites’ thinking about the political world.
Using the Cooperative Congressional Election Study

(CCES), we examine the role of white privilege denial
during the 2016 presidential election and two years later,
during the 2018 midterm election, replicate and extend
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the analyses. Although related to other racial constructs,
we found white privilege to be a distinct attitude. Nearly
half of whites exhibit at least some denial of white privilege
and nearly a third deny all the items in the index. In
exploring its political manifestations, we found white
privilege denial to be associated with evaluations of the
2016 presidential candidates and presidential approval
(Obama). In the 2018 midterm election, we revisited
presidential approval (Trump) and extended the analyses
to a wide-ranging examination of racial(ized) policy atti-
tudes, further demonstrating the political relevance of
white privilege denial to politics.
We conclude by suggesting that white privilege denial

become a central attitude of inquiry in the study of racial
attitudes and politics. Although racial animus is a powerful
predictor of political attitudes, especially now that racially
explicit appeals have become more acceptable (Valentino,
Neuner, and Vandenbroek 2018), it is limited in captur-
ing how whites think about race. White privilege denial, a
largely hidden but potent form of bias, focuses on how
whites, as a privileged group, think about their advantaged
position in the social order. Beyond measures of racial
animus and white identity, white privilege denial provides
new understandings of the powerful role that race plays in
American politics.

Racial Attitudes, Old and New
White racial attitudes in the United States have changed
dramatically over the last hundred years. The rationale for
chattel slavery and the subsequent oppression of African
Americans that followed emancipation drew on the doc-
trine of biological racism, the idea that Blacks are genet-
ically inferior to whites. Many whites believed Blacks to be
of lower intelligence and character and, consequently,
deserving of subordinate status as an inherently “lesser”
race. The decline of biological racism is widely attributed
to a shift in elite discourse about race, a turn that repudi-
ated and diminished (but did not extinguish) biological
explanations (Banks 2014; Hutchings and Valentino
2004; Jardina and Piston 2019; Kinder and Sanders
1996).
After the decline of biological racism, white attitudes

about race changed, taking on an egalitarian character with
large majorities of whites endorsing the principle of equal
treatment and integration of the races (Schuman et al.
1997). In other words, white support for legal discrimi-
nation plummeted. Although support for the principle of
equal treatment was (and is) widely embraced, white
respondents consistently exhibited less enthusiasm for
public policy solutions addressing racial inequalities
(Schuman et al. 1997). Much of the reason for this gap
is that racial animosity did not end with the demise of
biological racism but instead was manifested in a newer,
“subtler” form of racism.

In place of biological racism emerged understandings of
racial inequality rooted in societal and individual causes
(Hutchings and Valentino 2004; Kinder and Sanders
1996; Kinder and Sears 1981; Myrdal 1944). Inequalities
between Blacks and whites came to be understood either as
a matter of white discrimination against Blacks (the
racially progressive argument) or a lack of motivation
shown by Blacks (the racially conservative argument).
Most whites subscribed to the latter view (Schuman
et al. 1997), at least initially. The perception that Blacks
are not willing to apply themselves, coupled with the idea
that they take what they have not earned, are the twin
pillars of symbolic racism (Sears and Henry 2003) or racial
resentment (Kinder and Sanders 1996; Kinder and Sears
1981). Much like biological racism, these new under-
standings of race stem from antipathy toward Blacks. Yet
rather than proclaiming the biological inferiority of Blacks,
racial resentment is presumably more subtle or implicit
because it calls out Blacks for violating traditional values
such as hard work and not taking more than one deserves.
As made clear by Kinder and Sanders (1996), the racial
resentment scale avoids referencing inborn abilities and
instead fixates on questions of character, or the lack
thereof.

Since racial resentment focuses on Black disadvantage it
is inherently limited in what it can say about how whites
think about race. From the perspective of whites, Black
disadvantage minimizes (or erases) white advantage, mark-
ing racial inequality as a “them” problem. In addition, as
research on intergroup relations has aptly shown, ingroup
bias and outgroup prejudice are distinct concepts and
there are generally weak and inconsistent relationships
between them (Brewer 1979, 1999). Rather than fueling
animosity towards outgroups, positive ingroup sentiment
is often accompanied by indifference towards outgroups.
In short, outgroup hate is not simply the reciprocal of
ingroup love. Jardina (2019) advances these insights in her
study of white identity (and group consciousness) and its
political manifestations, showing that white identity (and
group consciousness) is relevant to understanding support
for politicians and public policy (also see Chudy, Piston,
and Shipper 2019; Jefferson and Takahashi 2021; Schildk-
raut 2019), especially when they are perceived to benefit
the group interests of whites.

Although white identity turns the theoretical lens
inward revealing the depth and boundaries of ingroup
assimilation and group solidarity, it does not emphasize
group differentiation, a key aspect of intergroup relations.
Since a strong motivation for identifying with a group is to
provide a positive sense of self, individuals seek to not only
differentiate their group from others but to do so in a way
that reflects positively on the ingroup. According to Tajfel
and Turner, “the aim of differentiation is to maintain or
achieve superiority over an out-group on some
dimensions” (1979, 41). Members of the high-status
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group seek to maintain the legitimacy of the social hierar-
chy by maintaining positive social comparisons. The
positive distinctiveness of higher status groups, however,
can be made insecure from “a conflict of values, i.e., it is
conceived by some as based on unfair advantages, various
other forms of injustice, exploitation, illegitimate use of
force, etc.” (Tajfel 1974, 79). Members of high-status
groups therefore reject challenges to positive distinctive-
ness, especially challenges to the legitimacy of their higher
status. In three words: white privilege denial.
As a challenge to the legitimacy of the racial status

hierarchy, a primary source of positive distinctiveness,
we look at the concept of white privilege, the largely
invisible, unearned advantages associated with being white
(McIntosh 1988). Although he did not coin the term, the
concept of white privilege borrows from DuBois’ (1935)
insight about “the wage of whiteness,” the psychological
and social benefits the white working class received from
being aligned with white elites rather than the Black
working class. More tangibly, DuBois discussed how poor
whites benefited from belonging to white society by
having access to better schools, higher paying jobs, and
extra leniency in the criminal justice system. Access to
these and other resources and benefits were, and continue
to be, codified through public policy creating structural
inequalities (e.g., Pager and Shepard 2008; Rothstein
2017; Trounstine 2016).
Racial privilege is nearly invisible to white people

(Golash-Boza 2017; McIntosh 1988; Phillips and Lowery
2018). According to Golash-Boza (2017, 187), “If you are
White, it can be difficult to notice that you are not being
followed around the store; that people are smiling at you
on the street instead of clutching their purses; that no one
asks you if you speak English; that you are not asked for
identification when paying with a credit card.” In other
words, it is “normal,” everyday life for most white people.
While many whites acknowledge racial inequality and the
disadvantages of being a person of color (Branscombe,
Schmitt, and Schiffhauer 2007), some do not consider
themselves to be part of a racial social order, much less
residing at the top of it (Hartmann, Gerteis, and Croll
2009).
The desire to maintain a positive self-concept cloaks

privilege and in the aggregate, practiced by many whites,
creates a “herd invisibility” that protects the position of
whites in the racial hierarchy (Phillips and Lowery 2018).
Whites may be reluctant to acknowledge the advantages
associated with whiteness (Conway et al. 2017), and when
confronted with the idea that they have benefited from
their race, deny the existence of white privilege (Knowles
et al. 2014) or that it applies to them (Phillips and Lowery
2015; De Sante and Smith 2020a). In sum, white privilege
denial is a subtle, but powerful, form of racial bias that
maintains advantaged position of whites in the racial
hierarchy and “promote[s] insensitivity and inaction with

respect to racial inequality” (Knowles et al. 2014).
Whereas the dominant approach to studying white racial
attitudes, racial resentment, is centered on the notion that
Blacks have created their own disadvantages, white priv-
ilege denial is about dismissing the advantages of whiteness
to maintain positive comparisons to other racial groups.
Not only have scholars uncovered how whites under-

stand their position in the racial hierarchy through white
privilege and related concepts such as color-blindness
(Bonilla-Silva 2006) but such understandings have inten-
sified public discussions in recent years, especially in the
aftermath of protests against racial injustice and police
brutality arising from George Floyd’s death. With the
advent of social media, phrases such as “check your
privilege” have drawn attention to the advantages associ-
ated with being white and have come to animate public
discussions of racism and racial inequality. Regardless of
whether a white person has been exposed to the concept of
white privilege, we are interested in whether, and how,
denying its existence manifests itself in the political world.
We proceed in two steps. In the first, we introduce our

measure of white privilege denial and compare it to other
prominent measures of racial attitudes including racial
resentment, white identity, and white group conscious-
ness. In the second, we examine the political relevance of
white privilege denial by looking at various political
manifestations including evaluations of political figures
and policy attitudes.

Measuring White Privilege Denial
Our data come from the 2016 and 2018 Cooperative
Congressional Election Study (CCES), a nationally
descriptive internet survey of the U.S. population (see
Ansolabehere and Rivers 2013). The analyses are limited
to white respondents, producing 770 cases in 2016 and
762 cases in 2018.1 For our measure of white privilege
denial, we borrow three items from Swim and Miller’s
(1999) white privilege scale to capture the extent to which
whites, at the group level, acknowledge systemic racism
and the unearned advantages of Whiteness (refer to
online appendix A).2 The white privilege denial scale
(WPD) is, to our knowledge, novel in the study of white
racial attitudes and politics (but see Chudy, Piston, and
Shipper 2019 and DeSante and Smith 2020b for measures
of white racial attitudes that include items onwhite privilege).
We also examine how WPD is related to other prom-

inent measures of racial attitudes and, of course, include
them as controls when we examine the relationship
between WPD and political outcomes. For racial resent-
ment (RR), we use Kinder and Sanders’ (1996) four-item
canonical measure frequently used in studies of white
racial attitudes. Respondents rated their level of agreement
on a 5-point scale ranging from “Strongly disagree” to
“Strongly agree” on the items for each scale, depicted in
table 1, and are coded such that higher values represent

3

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592721004102 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592721004102


greater denial of white privilege or racial resentment.
Following Jardina (2019), we also examine white identity
and white consciousness, both of which are coded such
that higher values represent stronger identity or higher
group consciousness.
Figure 1 depicts how many white privilege items

respondents denied in both years of our inquiry. In
2016, a slim majority of whites agreed with all the white
privilege items (53%), although nearly half are in denial of
one or more items. Among those who acknowledged any
denial, 16% are a little in denial (one item was endorsed),
16% are mostly in denial (two items were endorsed), and a
little over two-thirds (68%) exhibit strong denial (all three
items were endorsed). Results are similar in 2018, in which
58% of whites deny zero items, 8% of whites deny one
item, 6% of whites deny two items, and 28% of whites

deny all three items. Of the deniers, 19% were a little in
denial, 14% were mostly in denial, and 67% expressed the
highest denial possible on the index.

Next, we examined the relationship betweenWPD and
other racial attitudes. As mentioned, there are generally
weak and inconsistent relationships between ingroup love
and outgroup hate, soWPDmay only be weakly related to
RR. Yet WPD is a measure of social comparison, not a
measure of identity or group consciousness, so for those
whites desiring to reject challenges to their group’s high
status we might expect a strong relationship between
WPD and RR. Figure 2 compares the distribution of each
racial attitude for both years of our analyses, where each of
the respective scales are rescaled to range between 0 and
1 (higher values reflect greater denial or resentment). In
2016, WPD resembles a bimodal distribution with

Table 1
Racial attitude items

White Privilege Denial
• White people have certain advantages that minorities do not have in this society (reverse coded).
• I feel that White skin in the United States opens many doors for Whites during their everyday lives (reverse coded).
• I do not feel that White people have any benefits due to their race.

Racial Resentment
• Over the past few years, Blacks have gotten less than they deserve (reverse coded).
• Irish, Italians, Jewish, andmany other minorities overcame prejudice and worked their way up. Blacks should do the
same without any special favors.

• It’s really amatter of some people not trying hard enough; if Blacks would only try harder they could be just as well off
as Whites.

• Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it difficult for Blacks to work their way
out of the lower class (reverse coded).

White Identity
• How important is being White to your identity?

White Consciousness
• How likely is it that many Whites are unable to find a job because employers are hiring minorities instead?
• How important is it that Whites work together to change laws that are unfair to Whites?

Figure 1
Distributions of white privilege denial
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responses clustered at the extremes (M= .498, sd= .0125)
whereas RR approximates a normal distribution (M =
.544, sd = .0116) further suggesting they are distinct
attitudes. In 2018, the bimodal distribution of WPD
and the unimodal distribution of RR come into sharper
focus. Nevertheless, the mean values for WPD and RR in
2018 are very similar to those in 2016. In 2018,WPD has
a mean of .464 (sd = .014) and RR a mean of .525 (sd =
.01). As is the case with RR, the distribution of WPD
varies by ideology suggesting that bothWPD and RR have
joined the ideological or partisan divide (refer to online
appendix B).
To directly address the question of whether WPD and

RR are distinct, we conducted an exploratory factor
analysis to examine whether each set of items is repre-
sented by a single factor or whether they load onto separate
factors. Since WPD and RR are related constructs, we use
promax rotation which assumes the measures are related.
Thus, even though the constructs are corelated, we can
determine whether WPD and RR can be meaningfully
distinguished from one another (as well as from other
related racial constructs).
The left side of table 2 displays the results of the factor

analysis of the racial attitude items in 2016. WPD appears
to be a meaningfully distinct construct from RR. The
WPD items load strongly onto a single factor, especially
the first two items that each load above .8. The thirdWPD
item appears to be better represented on the first factor
(.52) as well since it loads weakly onto the second factor
(.29). Importantly, none of the RR items appear to load
onto the same factor as WPD suggesting that racial
resentment is distinct from white privilege denial.
Although distinct, the two factors correlate at .7, suggest-
ing they are solidly related. As a scale, the RR items also

exhibit less coherence. The first and fourth RR items load
weakly onto two separate factors below the conventional
threshold of .4. However, the second and third RR items
load strongly onto factor 2, slightly above .8.
Since white identity politics represent a meaningful

shift in how some whites view themselves and the political
world (see Jardina 2019), we also examined the relation-
ship between WPD and measures of white identity
(WI) and white consciousness (WC) (refer to online
appendix C for full question wording). According to
Jardina (2019), whites who strongly identify with their
race and have a strong sense of racial group solidarity are
more likely to “embrace their privileged status” in ways
that maintain racial inequality, and likewise harbor exclu-
sionary attitudes. Thus, WPD should be related to mea-
sures of WI and WC but, as Jardina (2019) found, they
should be distinct. Although these constructs belong to the

Figure 2
Distributions of white privilege denial and racial resentment

Table 2
Factor analysis of racial attitudes

2016 2018

Variable
Factor

1
Factor

2
Factor

1
Factor

2

WPD 1 0.827 0.0795 0.8855 0.0469
WPD 2 0.8312 0.0399 0.9194 −0.0163
WPD 3 0.5214 0.29 0.8233 0.0226
RR 1 0.2682 0.346 0.2533 0.0562
RR 2 0.0536 0.8028 0.2763 0.575
RR 3 0.0849 0.8053 0.1971 0.6166
RR 4 0.3473 0.3351 0.3255 0.0388
WI −0.1939 0.0473
WC 1 0.3347 0.2723
WC 2 0.14 −0.0576
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same family, WPD (like racial resentment) is an attitude,
not an identity or form of group consciousness. In our
initial analysis, we find that WPD and WI are weakly
correlated (r = -.0053) but that WPD and WC are more
strongly correlated (r = .5198). To be sure that WPD is
distinct fromWI andWC, we nevertheless included them
in the factor analysis.
The right side of table 2 investigates whether WI and

WC are distinct fromWPD and RR (only available in the
2018 data). If white identity and consciousness are indis-
tinguishable from racial attitudes, either WPD or RR, we
would expect them to load onto the same factors. The
results suggest this is not the case. Neither WI nor WC
load onto the same factor as either WPD or RR at the
conventional .4 standard, indicating they are distinct
scales. For interested readers, we also considered social
dominance orientation (SDO), a predisposition towards
group-based hierarchy (Pratto et al. 1994), as well as
hostile sexism (HS), a belief that women are trying to
control men (Cassese andHolman 2019; Schaffner 2021),
as both are related to racial attitudes and are increasingly
important in understanding political preferences. As
shown in online appendix C, the SDO and HS items do
not load onto the same factor as WPD, and from the
results in online appendix D, the effects for WPD do not
substantively change when controlling for SDO or HS.
Given the modest number of cases in our analyses, we

also replicated some of our results (when items were
available) using a question similar to the first item in the
WPD scale from the 2018 CCES and 2020 CES (formerly
the CCES) common content. In online appendix E, we
report the results from these analyses featuring approxi-
mately 35,000 whites to rule out that our results are due to
a relatively small number of cases. In each of the analyses,
we replicated the findings for WPD and RR. In sum, by
using a single item similar to an item in the WPD scale,
our basic findings regarding the importance of WPD are
corroborated in a large-N analysis.
Having established that white privilege denial is distinct

from other prominent measures and correlates of racial
attitudes and identity, in the following sections we exam-
ine whether, and how, it informs a variety of important
political attitudes including evaluations of presidential
candidates, presidents, and public policy. In the following
models, we include these other measures of racial attitudes,
identity, and consciousness to ensure that the reported
effects of WPD matter beyond the usual suspects.

The Manifestation of White Privilege
Denial in American Politics
Race is a defining feature of the American party system
(Bowler and Segura 2012; Carmines and Stimson 1989;
Hutchings and Valentino 2004; Kinder and Sanders
1996; Mendelberg 2001; Parker and Barreto 2013; Phil-
pot 2007). The differences in the racial groups that make

up party coalitions and the positions taken by parties on
racial issues have forged party images or reputations
reflective of these differences (Carmines and Stimson
1989; Heit and Nicholson 2016; Philpot 2007) and these
reputations shape evaluations of parties and politicians
(Carmines and Stimson 1989; Hutchings and Valentino
2004; Jardina 2019; Kinder and Sanders 1996;
Mendelberg 2001; Nicholson 2005; Reny, Collingwood,
and Valenzuela 2019; Sheagley, Chen, and Farhart
2017; Tesler 2016; Tesler and Sears 2010; Valentino,
Hutchings, and White 2002; Valentino, Neuner, and
Vandenbroek 2018; Sides, Tesler and Vavreck 2019;
Segura and Valenzuela 2010). Similarly, racial attitudes
are a primary ingredient in explaining public support for a
variety of policy proposals (Brader, Valentino, and Suhay
2008; Gilens 1999; Jardina 2019; Kinder and Sanders
1996; Pérez 2010; 2016; Tesler 2012).

White privilege denial enables whites to dismiss how
they benefit from racism, maintain the legitimacy of the
racial system, and ultimately eschew responsibility for
addressing racial inequalities. As a way of maintaining
positive racial intergroup comparisons (positive distinc-
tiveness), those in denial of white privilege are likely to
align themselves with political actors and embrace public
policies that will maintain the racial status quo. Given the
clear party differences on the question of race, white
privilege denial is likely to manifest itself in support for
(opposition towards) Republican (Democratic) politi-
cians. In online appendix F, we report findings showing
that white privilege denial has a positive and significant
association with affective polarization towards Republi-
cans at the detriment of Democrats.

Since racial attitudes also shape public opinion on a
variety of policy issues (Gilens 1999; Jardina 2019; Kinder
and Sanders 1996; Tesler 2016), we advance this research
by looking at a host of public policies. Although some of
the issues we examine are explicitly racial by design (e.g.,
affirmative action), others have become racialized, the
process whereby a race-neutral policy such as health care
becomes tied to racial group images through themedia and
elite discourse (Gilens 1999; Tesler 2015). By looking at
white privilege denial, we can examine whether notions of
unearned white advantage, a threat to the positive distinc-
tiveness of whites, is associated with racialized policy
attitudes. For racial and racialized policies, we expect white
privilege denial to be associated with greater support for
racially conservative positions that promote, or at least do
not undermine, the higher status of whites. For instance,
we expect those higher in denial to be more likely to
oppose affirmative action, immigration, and oppose NFL
player protests against racial injustice.

In all our analyses, we control for a variety of alternative
explanations. Foremost among our controls is racial
resentment, the most widely used measure of white
racial attitudes in political science. In addition to
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racial resentment, we also control for white identity and
white consciousness (2018 only) since Jardina (2019)
found they were relevant to explaining policy attitudes
that affect whites as a group. By including a thorough set of
controls, we can be confident that the results we obtain for
white privilege denial are not simply standing in for
omitted variables. In other words, we can examine the
effects of white privilege denial beyond existing explana-
tions. Nevertheless, given the observational nature of our
data we are limited to establishing associations between
racial attitudes. Future research is necessary to examine
causal relationships.

White Privilege Denial and
Candidate Evaluation
Race has played an important role in American elections,
and it was especially salient in the 2016 presidential race
(Abramowitz and McCoy 2019; Reny, Collingwood, and
Valenzuela 2019; Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck 2019).
Although racial animus is central to understanding vote
choice in the 2016 election, our inquiry advances under-
standing of it (and perhaps candidate evaluations more
generally) by examining the role of white privilege denial.
Since the denial of white privilege permits whites to retain
a positive self-concept by maintaining positive distinctive-
ness, a favorable comparison between their racial group
and people of color, we expect whites in greater denial to
rate Trump more favorably in relation to Clinton.
To capture candidate evaluations, we rely on feeling

thermometers, measures of how warmly a person feels
toward a candidate that ranges on a scale from zero to one
hundred. We created the dependent variable by subtract-
ing thermometer ratings for Clinton from Trump so that
the scores range from -100 to 100 in which higher values
reflect greater relative affect for Trump. In online
appendix G, we present an alternative version of this
analysis where the feeling thermometers for both candi-
dates are each measured separately. In keeping with
Trump’s racial campaign rhetoric and the long-standing
racial differences between the parties, we expect higher
levels of WPD to produce warmer feelings toward Trump
relative to Clinton. Put differently, we expect that whites
who acknowledge White privilege to have more positive
feelings towards Clinton relative to Trump. Although we
also expect RR to similarly shape candidate evaluation in
this manner, it of course captures the effects of outgroup
animus whereas WPD captures the desire for whites to
maintain positive distinctiveness (and feel good about the
ingroup).We also include controls for party identification,
ideology, and demographic characteristics. All variables
have been rescaled from zero to one to aid in the compar-
ison of coefficients.
Table 3 displays the results of an OLS regression

analysis with Huber-White standard errors looking at
the effects of WPD and RR on relative evaluations of

the 2016 presidential candidates. We find that WPD is a
strong, significant predictor of favoring Trump over Clin-
ton, controlling for RR. The effect of RR, however,
appears to be somewhat larger than WPD so we looked
at the thermometer ratings for each candidate separately
(refer to online appendix G). The models in online
appendix G suggest thatWPD appears to bemore strongly
related to negative affect towards Clinton whereas RR
appears to be more strongly associated with positive affect
towards Trump. These results make sense considering
what we know about the candidates’ campaigns. Whereas
Trump emphasized racial animus, Clinton’s campaign
stressed themes of racial inequality with references to
“systemic racism” and racial bias in policing (see Sides,
Tesler, and Vavreck 2019). In online appendix H, we also
examine whether the effects ofWPD and RR on candidate
evaluations (and other outcome variables) are moderated
by ideology or party identification, but we found incon-
sistent interaction effects.

White Privilege Denial and
Presidential Approval
We conducted similar analyses of presidential approval for
Obama in 2016 and Trump in 2018 to provide further
insight into how WPD informs evaluations of political

Table 3
The effect of white privilege denial on
relative affect for Trump over Clinton in the
2016 election

Candidate
Differential

White Privilege Denial (WPD) 37.569*
(9.99)

Racial Resentment (RR) 48.331*
(10.56)

Conservative 29.246*
(11.04)

Republican 82.558*
(8.16)

Female −2.687
(3.99)

Age 18.383*
(8.37)

Income −28.235
(17.29)

Education −0.718
(7.5)

Constant −103.682*
(8.21)

R-Squared 0.658
N 399
BIC 4158

* p < .05
Note: The candidate differential ranges from −100 to 100
where greater values indicate higher relative support for
Trump over Clinton and was estimated using OLS.
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figures. Like the previous analysis, we expect whites higher
in white privilege denial to be less approving of President
Obama (a Democrat) and more approving of President
Trump (a Republican). Again, we expect a similar pattern
of results for racial resentment but for different reasons.
Whereas respondents high in RR are more likely to
support or oppose presidents because of outgroup animus,
those high in WPD wish to align themselves with presi-
dents who do not challenge the legitimacy of the racial
hierarchy to preserve favorable intergroup comparisons.
For ease of presentation, presidential approval is coded one
for approval and zero for disapproval (refer to online
appendix I for ordered probit results).
Table 4 presents the results of a probit analysis inves-

tigating the effects of WPD on presidential approval for
Obama and Trump. Consistent with our expectations, we
find that WPD is associated with approval of President
Trump and disapproval of President Obama. When con-
trolling for other racial constructs in 2018, the effect of
WPD remains robust while the effect of RR is rendered

statistically insignificant and neither WI nor WC are
significant predictors.

Figure 3 depicts the changes in probability of presiden-
tial approval when moving from the minimum to the
maximum levels of each racial attitude while holding all
other variables constant at their mean values. We use the
estimates for Trump approval (model 1) without WI and
WC tomaintain comparability with the Obama estimates.
The probability of Obama approval decreases by .437
when moving from the lowest to the highest level of
WPD and .444 when looking at the same shift across
RR. As for Trump approval, the probability of approval
increases by .491 when moving from minimum to max-
imum WPD whereas the increase is somewhat smaller,
.354, for RR. Although WPD and RR have comparable
effects on Obama approval, WPD appears to have a
stronger association than RR on approval of President
Trump. Although speculative, the larger effect of racial
resentment in 2016 might reflect the greater amount of
racial rhetoric that defined Trump’s 2016 campaign (see
Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck 2019).

As mentioned, in analyses presented in online
appendix F, we also examined whether WPD contributed
to a measure of affective polarization that captured warmth
towards the Republican Party relative to the Democratic
Party. Using the same approach for candidate evaluations
and presidential approval, we found that WPD is signif-
icantly associated with pro-Republican affective polariza-
tion in both 2016 and 2018.

White Privilege Denial and Policy
Attitudes
We present three sets of analyses of policy attitudes. We
begin with a broad sweep, looking at a variety of policy
areas scholars have recognized as racial or racialized includ-
ing affirmative action and social welfare, but also a more
contemporary racialized issue, the Affordable Care Act. A
second set of analyses focuses on immigration and refugee
policies, the foremost racialized issues of the Trump
presidency (at least at the time of our surveys). The final
set of analyses focuses on symbolic racial issues including
the birther conspiracy theory and NFL players “taking a
knee” in protest of racial injustice.

White privilege denial should be associated with oppo-
sition to racially egalitarian programs and support for more
exclusionary policies. In this respect, the broad reach of
white privilege denial should be much like racial resent-
ment. Motivated by the desire to maintain positive dis-
tinctiveness, white privilege denial involves group
differentiation (which necessarily includes both ingroup
and outgroup considerations) and thus supporting public
policy that maintains the advantaged position of whites
relative to people of color. Motivated by outgroup animus,
racial resentment is about opposing policies that help racial
and ethnic minorities. Since we examine racial and

Table 4
The effect of white privilege denial on
presidential approval

Obama
2016

Trump
2018 (1)

Trump
2018 (2)

White Privilege
Denial (WPD)

−1.161*
(0.39)

1.422*
(0.36)

1.426*
(0.37)

Racial Resentment
(RR)

−1.177*
(0.48)

1.020*
(0.46)

0.931
(0.49)

White Identity (WI) −− −− 0.122
(0.28)

White
Consciousness
(WC)

−− −− 0.347

(.37)
Conservative −1.651* 1.763* 1.691*

(0.47) (0.45) (0.45)
Republican −2.609* 2.252* 2.238*

(0.33) (0.32) (0.32)
Female −0.162 −0.313 −0.327

(0.17) (0.17) (0.18)
Age −0.774* 0.141 0.182

(0.36) (0.39) (0.40)
Income 0.279 0.333 0.370

(0.81) (0.47) (0.47)
Education 0.319 0.387 0.431

(0.32) (0.33) (0.35)
Constant −3.380* −3.822* −3.940*

(0.42) (0.44) (0.43)
N 537 582 573
BIC 368.2 334.6 343.1

* p < .05
Note:All models are binary (0=Disapprove; 1=Approve) and
were estimated using probit.
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racialized policy, the scope of white privilege denial and
racial resentment should be largely the same. In contrast,
white identity and white consciousness will be more
limited, only informing opinion on policies perceived to
benefit whites since, according to Jardina (2019), white
identity and consciousness motivate support for policies
that are perceived to protect whites but not policies that are
perceived to help racial and ethnic minorities.
The question wording for all items is available in online

appendix J. For all the dependent variables, policy atti-
tudes are coded such that higher values reflect greater
support for racially conservative opinions.

White Privilege Denial and Racial(ized)
Policy Attitudes
Webegin with racialized policy areas. Foremost among the
policies we examine are affirmative action and social
welfare policy. Despite critics (Pratto et al. 1994; Snider-
man and Tetlock 1986), a wealth of studies show that
racial animus increases opposition to affirmative action
(Kinder and Sanders 1996; Tarman and Sears 2005) and
social welfare spending (Gilens 1999; Kinder and Sanders
1996; Rabinowitz et al. 2009). We also examine racial
attitudes toward the Affordable Care Act (ACA) since
Tesler (2012) found that whites high in racial resentment
are more likely to oppose the ACA, a policy strongly
associated with President Obama. Whereas those who
are high in racial resentment will oppose these programs
because they hold negative stereotypes of Blacks and find
them undeserving, those high in white privilege denial are
likely to oppose these programs because they undermine
the advantaged position of whites in employment, eco-
nomic status, and health care coverage, a threat to the
positive distinctiveness of whites.
Table 5 presents the results of the analyses of racialized

policies. As expected, WPD is strongly associated with

increased opposition to affirmative action, social welfare
spending, and the Affordable Care Act. Among the other
racial constructs, only RR helps explain attitudes on these
racialized policies. Our results for WI and WC replicate
Jardina’s (2019) analysis since neither are significant pre-
dictors of white opposition to affirmative action or welfare
spending. This is not unexpected, however, since she
found that white identity and consciousness are relevant
to understanding policy that is perceived to affect whites,
not racial outgroups (Jardina 2019).
Figure 4 depicts predicted probability changes for the

strongest opposition to affirmative action, social welfare
spending, and support for repealing the Affordable Care
Act moving from the lowest to the highest levels of WPD
and RR. The probability of choosing the strongest oppo-
sition to affirmative action increases by .45 when moving
from theminimum to themaximum ofWPD. The change
in probability is smaller, an increase of .35, when making
the same comparison across levels of RR. For social welfare
spending, the probability of expressing the strongest
opposition increases by .15 when moving from the lowest
to the highest value ofWPD. In contrast, moving from the
lowest to the highest value of RR produces an increase of
.08 in expressing the strongest opposition. Lastly, the
probability of strongly supporting the repeal of the ACA
increased by .20 when moving from the minimum to the
maximum level of WPD and .44 when moving from the
lowest to the highest levels of RR.
In sum, white privilege denial and racial resentment

both matter for understanding attitudes towards racialized
policy areas but the effect sizes varied. For affirmative
action and social welfare attitudes, WPDmay have a more
pronounced effect than RR, suggesting that opposition to
these programs is more strongly associated with how they
threaten the positive distinctiveness of whites by under-
mining their advantaged position rather than anti-Black

Figure 3
Predicted probabilities of the effects of racial attitudes on presidential approval
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affect. Attitudes towards the ACA, however, appear to be
more strongly associated with racial animus, supporting
Tesler’s finding (2012) that its racialization is primarily
due to its strong association with President Obama.

White Privilege Denial and Immigration
Policy Attitudes
The second set of analyses focuses on immigration and
refugee policy, the defining racialized policy issues of the
Trump presidency (at least prior to the death of George
Floyd). Trump made immigration a key issue during his
2016 campaign as well as during his presidency when he
advanced these issues through high-profile executive
orders suspending visas from Muslim-majority countries,
increasing border security, and restricting the number of

refugees allowed into the United States. Although immi-
gration attitudes are informed by a variety of factors
(Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014), anti-Latino sentiment
is central to explaining opposition to immigration in the
United States (Abrajano and Hajnal 2015; Brader, Valen-
tino, and Suhay 2008; Nicholson 2005; Pérez 2010,
2016; Schildkraut 2010; Valentino, Brader, and Jardina
2013). Given that Latinos are the face of contemporary
immigration in the United States (Valentino, Brader, and
Jardina 2013), scholars have largely side-stepped racial
resentment given its focus on Blacks. Nevertheless, racial
resentment likely taps into a broader prejudice, ethnocen-
trism (Kinder and Kam 2009), suggesting it is also likely to
shape immigration policy attitudes. Yet, even so, any
measure of outgroup animus is inherently limited in

Table 5
The effect of white privilege denial on racialized policy attitudes

Affirmative Action Welfare Spending Repeal ACA

White Privilege Denial (WPD) 1.598* 1.108* 0.586*
(0.27) (0.26) (0.3)

Racial Resentment (RR) 1.279* 0.720* 1.382*
(0.29) (0.31) (0.37)

White Identity (WI) 0.046 0.002 −0.218
(0.16) (0.16) (0.22)

White Consciousness (WC) −0.213 −0.279 0.568
(0.21) (0.22) (0.3)

Conservative 0.858* 1.367* 0.788*
(0.28) (0.29) (0.38)

Republican 0.061 0.184 1.351*
(0.22) (0.22) (0.28)

Female −0.005 0.019 −0.188
(0.1) (0.09) (0.14)

Age −0.157 0.073 0.049
(0.2) (0.21) (0.32)

Income 0.720* 1.138* −0.497
(0.23) (0.22) (0.34)

Education −0.182 0.222 0.263
(0.18) (0.18) (0.26)

Cut 1 −0.333 0.554*
(0.22) (0.21)

Cut 2 0.332 1.489*
(0.21) (0.21)

Cut 3 0.974* 2.821*
(0.21) (0.22)

Cut 4 2.004* 3.738*
(0.23) (0.23)

Cut 5 2.385*
(0.23)

Cut 6 2.740*
(0.24)

Constant −2.590*
(0.32)

N 584 583 584
BIC 1786.2 1537 516.3

* p < .05
Note: Affirmative Action ranges from 1 (Strongly Favor) to 7 (Strongly Oppose) and was estimated using ordered probit. Welfare
Spending ranges from 1 (Greatly increase) to 5 (Greatly decrease) and was estimated using ordered probit. Repeal ACA is binary (0=
Oppose, 1 = Support) and was estimated using probit.
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explaining immigration attitudes since immigration, and
the threat it represents, has implications for the dominant
position of whites. Our expectation is that those who seek
positive distinctiveness for their group in the denial of
white privilege will be more likely to oppose immigration
in a variety of forms.
To evaluate the role of white privilege denial on opinion

towards immigration and refugee policy we proceed with
three sets of analyses. The first considers preferences on
five immigration laws combined into a single index rang-
ing from 0 to 1 (Chronbach’s α= .84). The index includes
items about increasing border security and building a wall
between the United States andMexico border, eliminating
the visa lottery and family-based migration, granting legal
status to DACA children, fining police departments that
do not report illegal immigrants, and sending to prison
deportees that reenter the United States. The second
analysis examines a single, broad question about whether
“the number of immigrants from foreign countries who
are permitted to the U.S. to live” should be increased or
decreased. Finally, the third analysis examines an item
asking respondents whether they supported President

Trump’s executive order to prohibit “Syrian refugees from
entering the country” and to “ban immigrants from Iran,
Sudan, Yemen, Syria, and Libya.” Full question wording is
available in online appendix J. Variables are rescaled from
0 to 1 and coded such that higher values reflect exclusion-
ary attitudes.
Table 6 presents the results of the analyses. In each

model, controlling for racial resentment, WPD has a
consistently positive and statistically significant effect on
support for anti-immigrant and anti-refugee policy.
Despite focusing on Blacks, whites who are higher in
RR also consistently hold exclusionary attitudes towards
immigrants and refugees, a finding that suggests the
measure captures a broader prejudice towards people of
color. Lastly, table 6 shows that WI has a positive and
statistically significant effect on immigration levels but not
the immigration laws index nor the refugee order. The
opposite pattern is found for WC. It is significantly
associated with the immigration laws index and refugee
executive order but not immigration levels.
Figure 5 presents the predicted probabilities of choosing

the most racially conservative response for our analysis of

Figure 4
Predicted probabilities of racialized policy attitudes
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Table 6
The effect of privilege denial on immigration and refugee policy attitudes

Immigration Laws Index Immigration Levels Refugee Order

White Privilege Denial (WPD) 0.253* 0.979* 1.301*
(0.05) (0.24) (0.33)

Racial Resentment (RR) 0.247* 1.395* 1.709*
(0.06) (0.28) (0.42)

White Identity (WI) 0.048 0.365* −0.119
(0.03) (0.17) (0.26)

White Consciousness (WC) 0.142* 0.021 1.039*
(0.04) (0.23) (0.31)

Conservative 0.275* 1.229* 0.392
(0.06) (0.29) (0.4)

Republican 0.201* −0.043 1.347*
(0.05) (0.22) (0.31)

Female −0.061* 0.156 −0.02
(0.02) (0.1) (0.15)

Age 0.169* 0.29 1.060*
(0.04) (0.22) (0.34)

Income −0.017 −0.17 −0.299
(0.05) (0.24) (0.36)

Education 0.058 −0.064 0.244
(0.04) (0.18) (0.26)

Cut 1 0.282 3.239*
(0.2) (0.36)

Cut 2 1.242*
(0.2)

Cut 3 2.630*
(0.22)

Cut 4 3.133*
(0.23)

Constant −0.175*
(0.04)

R-Squared 0.703
N 567 553 581
BIC −94.4 1404.4 431.9

* p < .05
Note: Immigration Laws Index ranges from 0 to 1, composed of 5 items, and was estimated using OLS. Opinion of Immigration Levels
ranges from 1 (Increased a Lot) to 5 (Decreased a Lot) andwas estimated using ordered probit. RefugeeOrder is binary (0= oppose; 1
= support) and was estimated using probit.

Figure 5
Predicted probabilities for immigration levels and refugee policy attitudes
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opinion on immigration levels and support for President
Trump’s executive order on restricting refugees. In look-
ing at immigration levels, we examined the predicted
probability of choosing “Decreased a lot.” The probability
of this response increases by .22 when moving from the
lowest to highest level of WPD and increases .29 when
comparing the lowest to the highest levels of RR. Lastly,
moving from the lowest to the highest value of WI
increases the probability of “Decreased a lot” by .084. In
the analysis of attitudes towards the refugee executive
order, the change from the lowest to the highest value of
WPD increased support by .48. whereas the same change
in RR produced an increase of .60. Furthermore, we
considered the shift from lowest to the highest value of
WC, which produces a change in probability of
“Decreased a lot” by .39. Taken together, both measures
of racial attitudes (WPD and RR) and racial solidarity
(WI and WC) play an important role informing opinion
on these policies with a slightly larger effect for RR
suggesting that outgroup animus might play a larger role
in explaining immigration and refugee policy attitudes.

White Privilege Denial and Symbolic
Political Attitudes
In the final set of analyses, we examine whether white
privilege denial informs opinion on two symbolic political
issues imbued with race; the birther conspiracy theory and
NFL players taking a knee in protest of racial injustice.
The birther rumor, the claim that President Obama was
born outside the United States, is perhaps the most high-
profile conspiracy theory of the Obama era. Although
partisanship plays a central role in birtherism (Duran,
Nicholson, and Dale 2017; Jardina and Traugott 2019;
Miller, Saunders, and Farhart 2016), it is also animated by
racial animus (Jardina and Traugott 2019; Tesler and
Sears 2010). We expect those higher in WPD to be
inclined to find a Black president illegitimate since it
threatens the advantaged position of whites in the political
system to have a Black president.
NFL players kneeling during the national anthem in

protest of racial injustice is an explicitly racial matter.
Colin Kaepernick, who led the movement, became the
face of the controversial protests and the league’s most-
disliked player (Rovell 2016). In looking at opposition to
the protests, we expect those in denial of white privilege to
define what is “appropriate” behavior through the lens of
their own experience, discounting the lived experiences of
Blacks. In addition, acknowledgement of systemic racial
injustice challenges white advantage in the racial justice
system, a threat to the positive distinctiveness of whites.
Table 7 presents the results of ordered probit analyses

examining belief in the birther conspiracy theory and
opposition to the NFL protests. We found WPD to be
strongly associated with opposition to the NFL protests, as
well as belief in the birther conspiracy. Racial resentment is

also a significantly related to opposition to the protests, but
it is statistically insignificant for explaining birtherism.
This finding suggests whites are motivated to find a Black
president illegitimate by way of maintaining positive
distinctiveness than through racial animosity.We also find
WC to be significantly related to these symbolic racial
attitudes suggesting an important role for racial solidarity
whereas WI matters for understanding birther attitudes
but not the national anthem protests.
Figure 6 depicts predicted probabilities at the minimum

and maximum levels of WPD and RR for the most
extreme response categories, “Strongly Disapproving” of
the NFL protests and responding “Definitely not” when
asked if Obama was born in the United States. For birth-
erism, we find little change associated with racial attitudes,
as the probability of believing Obama was “Definitely not”
born in the United States increases by .05 when moving
from the minimum to maximum levels of WPD and .03

Table 7
The effect of white privilege denial on
racialized symbolic attitudes

Anthem Birther

White Privilege Denial (WPD) 1.536* 0.859*
(0.32) (0.26)

Racial Resentment (RR) 1.445* 0.592
(0.37) (0.33)

White Identity (WI) −0.064 0.503*
(0.22) (0.18)

White Consciousness (WC) 0.607* 1.116*
(0.29) (0.25)

Conservative 1.587* 0.354
(0.35) (0.29)

Republican 0.969* 1.534*
(0.27) (0.23)

Female 0.1 0.21
(0.12) (0.11)

Age 0.864* 0.111
(0.24) (0.24)

Income 0.189 −0.118
(0.32) (0.29)

Education −0.126 −0.383
(0.21) (0.21)

Cut 1 1.930* 2.180*
(0.27) (0.25)

Cut 2 2.432* 3.149*
(0.28) (0.26)

Cut 3 3.413* 4.097*
(0.3) (0.28)

Cut 4 3.788*
(0.32)

N 584 584
BIC 1042.6 1054.3

* p < .05
Note: Anthem ranges from 1 (Strongly approve) to 5 (Strongly
disapprove) and Birther ranges from 1 (Definitely yes) to 4
(Definitely not). Both models estimated using ordered probit.
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comparing the lowest to the highest levels of RR. Similarly,
the same move across WI increases the probability of this
response by .03, and for WC we find a .09 increase in
probability. In contrast, racial attitudes appeared to matter
a great deal to the NFL protests. The probability of
“Strongly Disapproving” increases by .53 when moving
from the lowest to the highest levels ofWPD and increases
by .49 moving from the lowest to highest values of
RR. WC also matters, increasing the probability of
“Strongly Disapproving” by .23 moving from the lowest
to the highest value. The larger effect sizes for attitudes
towards the NFL protests suggest that it is more racialized
than birtherism, a highly partisan conspiracy theory.

Discussion and Conclusion
The nature of racial attitudes among the American public
is evolving. Where previous studies have focused on
creating more palatable ways for whites to express racial
animus toward minority groups, primarily Blacks, we
examined white privilege as a means of focusing on white
acceptance, or denial, of the unearned advantages that
accompany whiteness. White privilege is a threat to the
positive distinctiveness of whites since its acceptance
means delegitimizing favorable intergroup comparisons
with other racial groups. Denying white privilege preserves
favorable comparisons to groups lower in the racial hier-
archy.
Many whites fully acknowledge white privilege, but it is

just as common to find whites who do not; nearly half
express at least some denial and nearly one-third deny all
the items on the WPD scale. Although related to other
racial constructs, white privilege denial is distinct from
other measures such as racial resentment (Kinder and
Sanders 1996), social dominance orientation (Pratto
et al. 1994), and hostile sexism (Cassese and Holman
2019; Schaffner 2021). As reported in Jardina (2019), we

also confirmed her findings that white privilege denial is
distinct from measures of racial solidarity such as white
identity and white group consciousness. Intergroup rela-
tions, especially involving race, are inherently complex
phenomena, and each racial construct provides a different
lens for examination. Despite the wealth of insightful
instrumentation scholars have used for understanding race
(Kinder 2013), we believe that understanding is incom-
plete without accounting for white privilege denial.

We found ample evidence that white privilege denial
matters. Examining the question of whether, and how,
white privilege denial shaped support for candidates,
presidents, and policy attitudes, in each of these dependent
variables we found that white privilege denial mattered
beyond measures of racial resentment, white identity, and
white cconsciousness.White privilege denial gives shape to
the party system by fostering support for Republican
leaders (Donald Trump as candidate and president) and
diminishing support for Democratic leaders (Hillary Clin-
ton and Barack Obama). White privilege denial is also
associated with a variety of racial and racialized policy
attitudes. Those who deny white privilege are more likely
to oppose affirmative action, social welfare spending, and
liberal immigration policy. The denial of white privilege is
also associated with opposition to NFL players “taking a
knee” during the national anthem, and, to a lesser extent,
belief in the birther conspiracy theory. The consistency of
results for white privilege denial indicates that the political
relevance of racial attitudes is not limited to negative
evaluations of racial minorities but instead includes other,
newer understandings of race, namely whether whites
acknowledge their privileged, advantaged place in the
racial hierarchy and how acknowledging this advantage
diminishes favorable intergroup comparisons.

Racial resentment also played a prominent role in
understanding the political views of white people. This

Figure 6
Predicted probabilities of symbol political attitudes
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was not unexpected. Any study of white racial attitudes in
the United States requires an investigation of attitudes
towards racial outgroups, especially Blacks. Not only is
racial resentment the most prominent measure of white
racial attitudes in the study of politics but its relevance has
grown, having broadened during the Obama presidency
(Tesler 2012, 2016) and deepened in the Trump era
(Newman et al. 2021; Valentino, Neuner, and Vanden-
broek 2018). Yet in looking at the effect sizes for racial
resentment and white privilege denial, they were often of
similar magnitude suggesting that white privilege denial
captures something large and meaningful that racial
resentment does not. Given the centrality of racial resent-
ment to the study of politics, the consistently strong and
comparable effects we found for white privilege denial is
no small feat.
White identity and white consciousness also played an

important role in our study. Yet these constructs were less
consistently associated with sentiment towards politicians
and policy preferences. This pattern of results was not
surprising given that white identity and white conscious-
ness are relevant to explaining policies that concern the
interests of the racial ingroup, not racial outgroups
(Jardina 2019). Given how these measures, especially
white consciousness, are conceptually and empirically
related to white privilege denial, exploring further how
they are associated would be a fruitful line of inquiry.
In one such exploration, we used the white identity and

white consciousness items to better understand whites
who acknowledge the existence of white privilege. We
believe that many of these whites are likely to lament the
fact that it exists (lamenters), but some may embrace—or
at least appreciate—their privilege (appreciators). Since
our measure of white privilege denial cannot distinguish
between appreciators and lamenters, we investigated it
using white identity and white consciousness (online
appendix K). Following Jardina (2019, 134), we had
expected white identifiers (and those with white group
consciousness) to be appreciators since it is “the feature of
their group they desire to maintain and protect.” Con-
versely, we had expected whites who were low in racial
solidarity to be lamenters since they do not think of
themselves in racial group terms. In brief, the results in
online appendix K suggest that lamenters are more com-
mon than appreciators (although it depends on measure-
ment), but regardless of whether we looked at lamenters or
appreciators, privilege-acknowledging whites do not
meaningfully differ in their political views. Both lamenters
and appreciators are likely to self-identify as liberals,
disapprove of President Trump, and hold liberal positions
on racial policy. Since both groups hold similar political
views, it suggests that some white liberals have moved
beyond the invisibility of whiteness recognizing how being
white is important to their own identity and politics (see
Schildkraut 2019).

White privilege denial is about rejecting the notion that
whiteness confers unearned advantages but for many
whites denial may not go far enough. Most whites, for
instance, believe that anti-white bias is more common
than anti-Black bias (Norton and Sommers 2011). In her
examination of white consciousness, Jardina (2019, 67)
found a large majority of whites responded that it is at least
“somewhat likely” that whites are discriminated against
and that roughly one-fifth indicated that such discrimina-
tion is “very likely” or “extremely likely.” The conse-
quences of this belief have only recently materialized in
electoral politics. Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck (2017) show
that perceived discrimination against whites was unrelated
to support for Republican candidates prior to 2016 but
that it had a powerful effect on support for Trump in
2016, especially among whites mostly likely to believe
their racial group faces discrimination. Future research
should seek to understand the relationship between white
privilege denial and perceptions of discrimination and how
they inform political attitudes.
Another promising avenue for future research should

examine the emotional foundations of white privilege
denial. Previous work suggests that anger underpins racial
resentment, whereas old-fashioned, biological racism is
animated by disgust (Banks 2014; Banks and Valentino
2012). Activating these emotions may trigger different
racial beliefs and increase opposition toward policies that
increase racial equality such as affirmative action. White
privilege, its acceptance or denial, may also very well have
distinct emotional foundations. For those accepting white
privilege, shame or guilt (see Chudy, Piston, and Shipper
2019) may be the associated emotion but for those who
deny its existence, anger or indignation may be the
emotional substrate.
In sum, although much work remains, our results

have helped establish that whites’ desire for group dif-
ferentiation (by way of privilege denial) is strongly
associated with political attitudes beyond racial resent-
ment, racial group identity, or racial group solidarity.
Nevertheless, the observational nature of our data pre-
cludes us from claiming a causal effect. Studies of racial
attitudes suggest that they are relatively stable at the
individual (Henry and Sears 2009; Kinder and Sanders
1996; Tesler and Sears 2010) and aggregate levels
(Smith, Kreitzer, and Suo 2020), but politics can shape
racial attitudes (Engelhardt 2021) and future research
should make use of panel data or experiments to dem-
onstrate a causal relationship.
Given the centrality of race for understanding the

American political system, white privilege denial helps us
better understand the racial landscape and how it shapes
whites’ thinking about politics. In asking whites whether
they see themselves as benefactors of race in America, we
are better able to understand the nature of their racial
thoughts as well as how their racial understandings
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manifest themselves politically. In so doing, understand-
ing white privilege denial further underscores the signifi-
cance of race in explaining how white people think about
the political world.
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Notes
1 The number of cases for any given analysis will neces-
sarily be lower given missing data.

2 For the sake of maintaining comparability with racial
resentment, we only use the group-level items from
Swim and Miller (1999), excluding items about per-
sonal experiences.
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