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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

There is a group that is continually ostracized because of their various differences, 

the African Americans.' As a group, they suffer from inequality, racism, mistreatment 

and oppression based upon their race rather than their ethnicity. Even though this group 

has been an essential part of United States society for over 400 years, there are problems 

and situations that hinder them from complete acceptance in America. They are neither 

accepted nor considered to be just Americans. These distinctions or physical 

characteristics separate African Americans from other groups within society. However, 

no matter how much African Americans attempt to incorporate themselves into society, 

they are not accepted. What are the reasons that they are not accepted? There have been 

studies to investigate this question. Some conclude that the acceptance should come from 

the group itself Other studies blame the economic disadvantages and the negative 

influences of society. Dominant society may point out that African Americans have 

characteristics that separate them from other groups. Therefore, African Americans' 

experiences may be due to the degree of to which society perceives them as strange. 

African Americans are, essentially, a group of strangers. 

A stranger is usually perceived as an individual who is an intruder, foreigner or a 

resident alien. He or she is someone who does not belong and thus makes the surrounding 

' 1 use the term African American as a general term. Later in my interviews, 1 did use the 
term Black or Black American as a synonym for African American. The belief is that the term 
Black Americans is interchangeable with African Americans. 



society uncomfortable. These apposifives explain some of the perceptions of African 

Americans and the alienation that they suffer. Chapter II investigates the estrangement, 

alienation and marginalization of minority groups, particularly African Americans as 

described in the literature. There are investigations of alienation and estrangement of 

African Americans, but no application of Georg Simmel's 1908 essay "The Stranger" to 

African Americans specifically. Chapter III is the theoretical framework that explains 

the importance of the study of African American treatment in society. Chapter IV is the 

methodology. Chapter V is the discussion and application of the characteristics to 

African Americans, and Chapter VI concludes with the significance of this study. 

The purpose of the study is to employ an empirical analysis of Georg Simmel's 

characteristics of the stranger to African Americans' experiences in America as an 

explanation and foundation of their strangeness. His essay investigated how the 

experience of European Jews was based upon their strangeness. There is a literature of 

research studies regarding African Americans and alienation and their response to 

estrangement, as well as the treatment of African Americans as unusual and strange. 

African Americans suffer oppression from the dominant European American society. 

Simmel described the stranger as a person in society defined not so much by their 

economic role but, instead, society's distrust towards them. He identified eleven 

characteristics that distinguish a stranger: 

Strangers of origin; "no owner of soil;" potential wanderer; objectivity; freedom 
from habit, piety, and precedent; the confessional; traders and middlemen; irmer 
enemies; dangerous possibilities; fixed tax; and nearness and remoteness. (Sway, 
1981, p. 42) 



The attempt here is to correlate African Americans and the characteristics Simmel 

attached to the stranger. There are modifications that are needed in each element. Each of 

Simmel's characteristics will be utilized to identify and explore the alienation and 

experience of African Americans. Their experiences of the above phenomena, as well as 

racism, discrimination and inequality are an integral part of the envirorunent they have to 

endure. Many of their experiences are analogous to the European Jews in Simmel's 

essay, thereby making a comparative analysis of the African American experience with 

the essay possible. 

Though beginning with Simmel, this work goes beyond his earlier work. There is 

the obvious difference of applying the criteria to African Americans. Nevertheless, 

beyond that, the empirical work to ascertain the self-perception of African Americans is 

an important step beyond Sinunel's inferential, attributive essay. 



CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

A small number of studies have done a comparative analysis of Georg Simmel's 

essay "The Stranger" to other minority groups. These studies have applied the essay to 

such groups as Gypsies and Chinese laundry-men. However, there is no research that has 

applied the essay to the African American experience in the United States and compared 

their situations to those characteristics described in the essay. 

African Americans' situations in the United States should have improved overall 

after the Emancipation Proclamation, ending of Jim Crow, establishment of the Civil 

Rights Movements and Acts, as well as other actions to end racism and generate the 

movement towards equality and tolerance. Nevertheless, their situations did not improve 

entirely; for some, there was not improvement or it worsened. Some faced an increase in 

poverty level, poor health, low education and danger. There are some explanations for 

this situation. These explanations focus on African Americans being a lower subordinate 

class, segregated and alienated from interacting completely within society. I agree that 

these are reasonable and each explanation is significant and is true. However, there may 

be another reason for the separatism between African Americans and society. Society 

impedes progress and enforces negative stereotypes for minority groups, for example the 

African Americans. This exemplifies Sinunel's concepts regarding the perceptions of the 

stranger. In order to better understand why this analysis is beneficial, I will look at other 

terms that describe the African American situation. These terms are alienation. 



marginalized, and estrangement in comparison of African Americans. Therefore, the 

historical reference of African Americans as a group is relevant. 

African Americans in America 

The origin of the group, African American, was harsh. African Americans were 

involuntary immigrants to America. The African captives were forced to leave their 

homes in Africa forever; were loaded on ships that would either be their death physically 

or culturally; and were sent thousands of miles away to a place that would subject them 

and their descendants to oppression and racism for hundreds of years. Africans initial 

removal from Africa was based more upon on economics than biology, an idea that later 

changed. Nevertheless, the economic development was slave trading. Slave trading was 

a significant moneymaking system. This system uses the necessity of slave economics 

for oppression. Money changes the worth or ideal of a person or group; thus the 

dominate society tends to apply non-human characteristics to them. The enslaved 

populace was described as pack animals, inhuman, and savages, just to name a few. Each 

derogatory name distances the subjected group from the majority. When the dominant 

group fears another group because of their differences, the governing group tends to 

alienate or label that group in some derogatory manner, sometimes going as far as 

committing genocide. Slavery is the result of a dominant society subjugation, 

discrimination and potential genocide of another group. Williams (1944) stated, "slavery 

was not bom of racism; rather, racism was the consequences of slavery" (p. 7). Initially, 

servants were of different races and ethnic groups, some brown and some white, but 



black slave labor was deemed cheaper. "The Negro, in a stranger environment, 

conspicuous by his color and features, and ignorant of the white man's language and 

ways, could be kept permanently divorced from the land" (Williams, 1944, p. 19). 

African Americans suffered from not having a commonality with the society in which 

they were cast; therefore, they were exploited. Slavery itself paralleled the growth of 

what was to become the United States. The African American Desk Reference (1999) 

documented the enslaved population in 1790 was around 700,000 but it increased to 4 

million by 1860 ("Growth of Population," p. 32). Enslaved Africans dominated in 

population size, but were subordinated in other important issues such as politics, 

economy, equality and freedom. The difficulty of the origins of African Americans is 

that their ancestors consist of numerous African tribes and cultures (Davidson 1991; 

Johnson & Smith, 1998). African Americans carry within themselves African descent as 

well as remaining in a society in which they are not understood, nor accepted. 

African American culture is ambiguous in that it is not only American, but 

African as well. The emergence of what constitutes the culture of African Americans 

come from their enslaved ancestors. Sterling Stuckey's (1987) book Slave Culture: 

Nationalists Theory and the Foundations of Black America discussed how slave culture 

gave a community and a commonality to enslaved Africans thereby creating African 

Americans. It is, indeed, daunting for a group with such a history striving to survive in a 

society that neither understands or wants them. Enslaved African Americans had to adapt 

and consolidate into the oppressive society. Being forced to learn English, ascribed 

American names and other American ways of life assimilated African Americans in 



society. Bradshaw, Healey, and Smith (2001) stated that "the acculturation was coerced 

and involuntary and did not, of course, lead to integration—such a progression would be 

unthinkable during the days of slavery" (p. 220). However, following the emancipation 

of African Americans the Civil War, racism and estrangement continued for them. They 

continued to remain oppressed. Lieberson (1975) stated "American Negroes, one of the 

most persistently subordinated migrant groups in the country, never responded in 

significant numbers to the encouragement of migrafion to Liberia" (p. 37). These African 

Americans are now American natives who were bom in the United States. Even though 

originally Africans were bought to America involuntarily, their ancestors are Americans 

and the United States is their country of residence. Since African Americans did not or 

could not leave America, they began to migrate within the United States, especially from 

South to North. Themstrom and Themstrom (1997) stated that "hundreds of thousands of 

African Americans uprooted themselves from the land of their birth and headed north in 

response to painfiil pressures and tempting new opportunities, transforming the southern 

'dilenuna' into a national issue" (p. 95). African Americans from slavery to the present 

have fled to find any potential improvement for their situation. Not only do they flee 

because of economic reasons, but other reasons as well. These reasons could pertain to 

discrimination from places of employment, neighborhoods, conununities and harassment 

from racists and hate groups such as the Klu Klux Klan, which have forced black families 

and individuals to move. The host society does not accept them and thus they become 

wanderers, trying to find a place in which they can live in peace and not have to worry 

about their safety. Once more, this policy relates to the idea of not owning land. If a 



person does not have a home that they can call their own, they do not have an attachment 

to that place of residence. 

The negative race relations that African Americans experienced became a 

structure of pluralism and inequality; segregafion by law or de jure segregation, the 

enforcement of the Jim Crow laws, "separate, but equal" facilities, and continued 

domination by the whites (Bradshaw, Healey, & Smith, 2001; Aquirre Jr. & Baker, 2001; 

Berry, 1994; Du Bois, 1962). The African Americans are continuously treated as 

strangers and unequal in society. 

Knowing about a person or group's history gives that group power not only 

emotionally, but also socially and economically. Kwame Ture (1967) noted that "the 

extent to which black Americans can and do 'trace their roots' to Africa, to that extent 

will they be able to be more effective on the political scene"(p. 45). Tracing ones roots 

or researching the history of a family is not only important to the African American 

family but to their possible position in society. 

Contemporary African Americans continue to have to face harassment and 

oppression. Today there are laws that have been erected to enhance equality. However 

there are also more subtle issues threatening African Americans' survival. There is still 

segregation even though not overtly govemmentally sanctioned; there are still issues of 

discrimination and racism. Berry (1994) declared: 

From Ronald Reagan's reelection in November 1984 to the end of the Bush 
presidency, racial polarization, hate crimes, and reports of police brutality 
increased across the nation... Alienation bom of the contrast between the 
country's affluence and the poverty African Americans experienced grew apace in 
black urban conununities. (p. 216) 



The situations in society that treats African Americans as alienated, another word by 

definition of stranger, is still present. The media has consistently portrayed African 

Americans as strange, dangerous or mysterious. Examples of portrayals of African 

Americans in the media have been villains, criminal, uneducated, poor dmg pusher, 

welfare abusers, and voodoo priest/priestess. Marden, Meyer and Engel (1992) stated 

that, "African Americans were depicted, but often in subordinate, comical, or 

stereotypical roles" (p. 225). The media portrayal of African Americans lives is 

sometimes consists of degrading or racists imagery (Beck, 1996). These stereotypes 

reinforced in the media and in society in general have cast them as group that should be 

feared and chooses to never improve their situation. A factor that the stereotypes focus 

on that African Americans is their physical characteristics. Consequently, since African 

Americans' physical characteristics identify them easily, they are likely to be treated 

differently in the United States. 

That African Americans suffer a greater disparity is prevalent in much research. 

African Americans are blocked from obtaining better positions, are considered visually 

displeasing to society, or are hindered from gaining assistance for their financial and 

conununity development. Today, they have the right to ovm land, but they do not have 

the same opportunities as non-blacks regarding more real estate options. Take into 

consideration the discriminatory practices of the real estate markets. With the dominant 

belief that if housing is made available to African Americans then property values will 

decrease, various real estate brokers deny selling quality housing to this group. African 

Americans are hindered from owning homes and land because of illegal practices, such as 



"red-lining" by the real estate agencies. As compared to the past, the incidents of "red 

lining" are covert. Helen F. Ladd (1998) defined "red-lining": 

.. .for lenders to discriminate on the basis of the racial composition of the 
neighborhood and several courts have interpreted the Fair Housing Act in the 
same way. Because of the red lines that lenders were alleged to have drawn 
around geographic areas within which they refused to make loans (or to make 
them only on less favorable terms), this geographical-based form of 
discrimination is often called "redlining." (p. 43) 

In the past, there used to be demonstrations and hostile reactions if an African 

American family or person moved into an all-white neighborhood. Today, there is some 

if any demonstrations regarding such integration. However, responses towards African 

Americans are still fearfiil though more subtle than in the past. Yet, they are more 

separated and are ignored or feared by the European Americans. Also there are still 

instances that African Americans are not able to get loans or mortgages. Even though 

economical situations can explain part of this occurrence, another reasoning is the unfair 

practices of institutions in segregating African Americans. 

Even though this action of "redlining" is illegal and the Equal Credit Opportunity 

Act of 1976 has outlawed this, there are still actions by real estate and bank lenders 

implementing and discriminating against minorities, particularly African Americans. 

There is still evidence that this is prevalent even though companies deny any operation of 

redlining. African Americans could be more mobile if discrimination by real estate and 

rental agents and bank lenders would cease (South & Crowder, 1998). There are 

countiess discriminatory practices that prevent African Americans from obtaining the 

equal housing and land ownership. Gregory Squires' (1999) study conducted by the 

Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA) discovered black mortgage loan applications 
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were denied twice often as those of whites. Some communities do not want African 

Americans as residents and have prevented them from purchasing homes, harassed them 

or have even moved from these communities themselves. The idea that African 

Americans are sfrangers coincides with this discrimination. Some African Americans do 

not have the resources to pay for high mortgages and taxes, thus they may find renting 

preferable to home ownership. Therefore, looking at the limitation placed upon a person 

in attempting to gain ownership of land but is prevented, that person maybe seen as 

stranger. Case in point, there is opportunity but there are societal reasons, higher taxes, 

poor housing opportunities, and higher poverty rate that inhibit an African American 

from readily buying and owning land. 

Though the status has changed in America for the African Americans, there is still 

as strong sense of position held towcu-d them. Herbert Blumer's conceptualization of the 

sense of position is utilized as a framework of race and minority relations. Blumer's 

"Race Prejudice as a Sense of Group Position" (1958) analyzed the negative feelings or 

relationships that a member of one group has for another. Typically, the group that has 

these negative feelings or prejudices towards another is the dominant group. The 

dominant group rationalizes their position of privileges in society and rationalizes the 

poweriess position of the subordinate group. "The interaction of the two groups implies 

that the status and behavior of the minority group is defined and redefined with respect to 

the dominant group" (Wilson, 1973, p. 35). The sense of position belongs to the dominant 

group. The dominant group has four beliefs about the subordinate group. They believe 

that the subordinate group is alien and strange; the subordinate group is inferior; only the 

11 



dominant group has prior claim to certain rights and privileges; and the subordinate group 

will encroach on the rights and privileges of the dominant group. The dominant group 

justifies the inequalities faced by the subordinate group in life and they want to protect 

their boundaries and privileges. 

African Americans prepare themselves to survive the treatment from society. 

Society alienates, segregates and discriminates; yet African Americans still are present in 

this country. By choice, African Americans, today's citizens, are home but they are not 

accepted. Taking what Simmel described as characteristics representing the stranger, 

African Americans are, rightly so, the stranger. 

African Americans Alienated 

Alienation is the feeling of powerlessness and estrangement from society as well 

as from oneself (Kendall, 1996, p. 19; Reimanis, 1978). For African Americans, 

alienation is a daily experience, both as individuals and as a group. There have been 

other explanations of alienation because the term is ambiguous. Affinnih (1997) 

suggested that subjective and objective explanations of alienation constitute a wide range 

of meaning for African Americans. Even though the term alienation has a wide range of 

meaning, it is still cmcial in relating humanity to social settings. These social settings 

can be circumstances including economic sittiations, psychological aspects, and 

organizational changes. The majority of alienation faced by African Americans is 

between European and African Americans. David K. Shipler's A Country of Strangers: 

Blacks and Whites in America (1997) illustrated the feelings and attitudes that each group 

12 



had towards one another. The book discussed the misunderstanding that creates a need 

for understanding. Nonetheless, there was a common sentiment that the uniqueness of 

each group proscribed understanding. The discussion of the differences between the 

African Americans and European Americans has lead to a separation that each is unable 

or unwilling to cross. The dialogue about race makes each group uncomfortable but each 

agrees that there is a need to have this discussion. The only problem is how best to 

manage this discussion to produce learning. The idea of a race seen as a stranger is 

strongly prevalent but if a group looks at an individual who is successful, they do not see 

that person as a stranger. In addition, the misinterpretation of the "segregation" or 

distance of African Americans in groups is only an example of the comfort zone that the 

African Americans need to have. Shipler discussed the inability of the African 

Americans to find their past and their dependency on oral traditions in the United States. 

The problems of each group, as well as the fact that one group has an advantage over 

another, must be acknowledged. 

Finally, each must leam from the other. Marx (1988) discussed how labor 

alienates the worker. The worker is estranged from their product, capital. Therefore, 

even though the laborer does all of the physical work, they do not receive the capital that 

they deserve. He added that either the worker self-estranges themselves from society or 

alienation of the worker estranged man. Thus, whoever controls the means of production 

has the most power. 

African Americans are, typically, the employees of European Americans. Not 

only do African Americans suffer from disparity with the European American society. 

13 



they also have to compete for limited resources, such as jobs and schools and homes with 

immigrants and other minority groups. Lieberson (1980) noted that the "visibility of 

blacks due to their skin color and other physical features, compared with the role of 

cuhural characteristics in distinguishing European inunigrant groups, is perhaps the most 

widely recognized factor influencing black—inunigrant differences" (p. 31). There are 

other factors that affected the competition that African Americans and immigrants 

underwent. Many, perhaps most, European immigrants were assimilated into society 

completely and their differences with majority overlooked by society. After assimilation, 

the differences disappeared. Before assimilation, the differences are noted, such as the 

Irish, Italians and Poles. African Americans were viewed biologically inferior thus 

pushing them into a category of inequality and segregation. 

Irving Kristol's (1966) article in the New York Times, regarding the treatment of 

African Americans in housing and neighborhood development stated: "The Negro Today 

is like the Immigrant Yesterday!" This statement exemplifies that ways in which the 

reactions to African Americans are similar to reaction towards inunigrants. At first, 

immigrants were needed to develop the country and then they were not wanted and were 

banned; now only the ones who have something of worth are wanted. This includes those 

with talent, money, and intellect. Not surprisingly, African Americans as true citizens of 

the United States today are viewed as immigrants who no longer have value. "Poverty in 

the United States: 2000 Current Population Reports" (2001) found that: 

While Blacks remained disproportionately poor, the difference in poverty rates 
between Blacks and Whites non-Hispanics narrowed since the most recent 
poverty rate peak. In 1993, the Black poverty rate was 23.2 percentage points 

14 



higher than that for White non-Hispanic; by 2000 this difference had fallen to 
14.6 percentage points, (p. 1) 

Even though the poverty rate for African Americans had decreased overall is it still 

substantially higher. 

Another aspect of literature investigated the reason there is a difference between 

African Americans and other minority groups. The economic aspect of the Unhed States 

does force or create competition among the citizens. African Americans perceive that 

there is competition from the inunigrants. The labor market for the African Americans 

has suffered, as well as competition and pressure in politics, public housing, health care, 

and the schools (Skerry, 1995). Most of the friction is between inunigrants and the 

disadvantaged African Americans, while others may not feel this friction. This adds the 

friction within group when competing for services, goods and economic prosperity that 

seem to be limited for the poor and disadvantaged. Nevertheless, the federal government 

ignores this tension. Consequentially the relation between African Americans and 

immigrants and African Americans themselves is still fraught with friction. Even though 

many African Americans are doing better economically, as a whole African Americans 

are increasingly isolated and alienated from society as well as from each other (Fainstein, 

1993, p. 390). African Americans undergo social codes and have to adapt to situations of 

segregation and anomie. A study by C. St. John and T. Heald-Moore, Fear of Black 

Strangers (1995) concluded that in fact blacks are more fearful of white strangers than 

whites are fearful of black sfrangers. Each group fears the unknown other, but whites are 

the dominant entity of the two groups thus they have more power to act on this fear. 

15 



Blacks have to leam to survive being feared as well as interact with a group that is 

unwilling to or unable to understand them. 

African Americans Marginalized Group 

There are debates on what constitutes a marginalized group. Robert E. Park 

considered the situation of the marginal man. The idea is that the individual or group 

lives in two diverse groups. Park (1928) reported, "the effects of living in two worlds is 

that they form an amalgamation of characteristics of two diverse behaviors. It is in the 

mind of the marginal man that the conflicting cultures meet and fuse" (p. 881). Marginal 

man is both a psychological and sociological term that looks at the social identity, 

condition and cultural prescription that society assigns to a group (Park, 1928). 

Evidence of efforts to refine this term so as to find an accurate account of such a group is 

to be found in the literature. Johnston (1976) noted that if the marginal group lives 

within a bicultural society, then the group's culture would be considered inferior to that 

society. He continues to point out that if the group attempts and somewhat succeeds to 

assimilate within the society they then become "victims of marginality" (Johnston, 1976). 

Examples of marginalized groups are the Jews, Asian, African American and 

other minority groups. These groups suffer from a subordinate status and have a harsh 

and tragic relationship with the dominant group. The idea of comparing two 

marginalized groups, the Jews and the African American is detailed in Charles V. Willie 

(1994). He compared the reaction towards, the societal status of and the impact of these 

two groups. African Americans undergo an amalgamation of two identities. They have to 

16 



live in a society that fears, hates and victimizes them. He added, "marginal people who 

fall between the cracks may be alienated" (Willie, 1994, p. 107). 

Edna Bonacich studied the theory of middleman minorities. She feels that the 

important aspect of the middleman is that their economic situation is more immediate 

than low-status. They are forced away from more desirable positions and are forced to be 

in the middle, neither poor wage eamers nor rich wage earners. She also mentions the 

idea that immigrants, who move to a land but do not plan to settle, become sojourners. 

They still have ties to their homeland, thus they will never severe from their land. 

Bonacich noted, "middleman minorities are strangers" (Yetman & Steele, 1975, p. 88). 

There have been studies that have applied the terms mjirginality and alienation to 

African Americans, specifically college students. The majority of these studies have 

looked at college students and their interaction or perception, both internally and 

extemally on college campuses. African American students who attend predominately 

white campuses are alienated (Claerbaut, 1978). Those who are alienated develop skills 

in order to assimilate into that environment. The majority of the students display 

adaptive strategies and they seem to display higher levels of self-assurance (Taylor & 

Olswang, 1997). Even though they may display higher levels of self-esteem, they still 

display signs of social alienation and depression. They may suffer from feelings of 

powerlessness from the reactions of the people (James, 1998). Those who experience 

alienation on campus had feelings of "powerlessness and poor academic performance" as 

well (James, 1998). Other studies focused on the effects of African American sttidents 

marginalized situations on college campuses (Gossett, Cuyjet, & Cockriel, 1998). The 
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idea was that the perceptions of discrimination by the African American students were 

very different from the non-African American students. Grant and Breese (1997) found 

that the concept of marginalization determines the significance of the African American 

student's experience at college. 

Application of the Essay to Other Groups 

The applicability of an analysis using the eleven characteristics conceptualized in 

Georg Simmel's essay "The Stranger" to African Americans does seem to "cry out" for 

detailed investigated. There have not been any studies that have taken the essay and 

applied it to African Americans. However, other authors have applied the idea of the 

essay to other groups. The argument for applying the stmcture to African Americans 

derives from the proceeding review. The literature that has looked at African Americans' 

circumstance, actions taken against them, reactions towards them, their reactions towards 

others, and their historical relevance all argue for this analysis. African Americans are 

alienated from society and are treated as strangers. 

Using Sinunel's essay as a foundation also led to the discovery of Marlene B. 

Sway's (1981,1988) analysis of the Gypsies as strangers. Sway expanded Sinunel's 

concept of the stranger to gypsies. Sway emphasizes that gypsies also entail Simmel's 

characteristics of strangers. Gypsies are wonderful examples of what is considered a 

stranger. Their place of origin is unknown, they were inhibited or chose not to own land, 

and they are seen as the wandering tribe. They were able to be objective about 

circumstances because they had no ties. Gypsies were seen as the renegades. People 

18 



confessed their secrets to them especially to fortune-tellers, and they were the middlemen 

in such situations. Even though people confessed to them, they were viewed as enemies 

and were considered, dangerous because they did not have ties to that same society. 

Taxes were applied to their services. Because they were within society, yet inhibited 

from complete acceptance, they are both near and far in the host society. Sway attempted 

to both apply Simmel and dispel assumptions that society has towards gypsies by this 

approach. Many stereotypes have been developed in order to explain the strangeness and 

mystery of the gypsies, both positively and negatively. Many of these assumptions have 

blamed the victim, because they will not become assimilated within the society in which 

they live. Society in which they live does not understand the uniqueness of the gypsies, 

thus theories and stories have been developed in order to explain them. Sway looked at 

Simmel's concept and applied it in her essay. By doing so, she further illustrated the vast 

richness and diversity of the Gypsy culture in her book Familiar Strangers. 

Paul C. Siu (1952) discussed the attempts to find evidence that Chinese laundry 

men in Chicago were marginal men. Both terms, the strangers and the marginal man, 

were utilized in the investigation. The isolation of the laundry men inhibited from 

assimilation within society. Siu not only found evidence that Chinese laundrymen were 

marginal men by definition, but also that there was some evidence that they were 

strangers using Simmel's characteristics. However, he further concluded that they are not 

just strangers; they are sojoumers. Sojourner is another type of stranger that uses the 

bicultural complexity of the marginal men by clinging to their own culture when living in 

society. 
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An intriguing contrast can be drawn form the terrorist attack of September 11. 

During this tragic event, the outcry of the countty was to unite against our common 

enemy. The aftermath of the tragedy was for the country to retum to "normal," everyday 

life. However, the problem of a "normal" life is that some groups have to suffer 

discrimination, prejudice, and ignorance, all of which is a daily stmggle of racism, 

especially for African Americans. Francisco (2001) foimd that America's tme enemy is 

racism rather than terrorism. The country will ban together to fight against an outside 

enemy, but once that enemy is dispatched then the country disunites. The lack of 

recognition that racism is a problem, especially for African Americans is one of the main 

points of my study. The United States' response to its enemies can be contrasted to its 

reactions towards African Americans. 

The country or the goverrunent has decided that helping the country Afghanistan 

financially is beneficial. This is correct; this country has buih its reputation around the 

ability to rebuild a defeated enemy. The gains of such an approach are nonetheless 

ignored in domestic policy. The "ostrich approach" to race and the American economy 

continues. 

Robin M. Williams, Jr. (1964) in Strangers Next Door: Ethnic Relations in 

Americas Communities dealt with the many facets of the negative race relations in 

America, such as prejudice, ethnocentrism, and segregation. Investigation of race 

relations, or in some instances the lack of relations, continues to document esfrangement 

of groups of different colors or religious backgrounds. If the person is different, he/she 

will be treated differently and in some cases, will not be tolerated in the community. The 
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point of the book was to offer an overview of the causes and resuhs of the dominant 

society's relationship or lack of cohesive relationship to the subordinate groups. 

Ethnocenttism is when the person compares every group to theirs and finds the others 

lacking as defined by Williams. However, not everyone agrees on the definition of 

ethnocentrism. Williams discussed how ethnocentrism contributes to prejudice, social 

distance and segregation. In addition, the dominance of one group over another estranges 

them. In most cases in the study conducted by Williams, African Americans reported 

that they had less interaction with others in comparison with other minority groups. The 

lack of interaction is due to the avoidance by the dominant or majority group. 

Andrew Hacker (1992) updated Williams' work. Two Nations: Black and White, 

Separate, Hostile, Unequal, the difficulty of race relations in America is addressed. 

America is not integrating. Instead, there are two separate countries: one that consists of 

white ideology and the other that consists of Africam American ideology. Asserting that 

African Americans do suffer from disparity, he argued that as a group they still are not 

ftilly accepted by society, they are continuously associated with crime and for most of the 

non-African American population, they do not associate with or wish to be integrated 

with them. Hacker argued that white Americans are responsible for the continued 

division and inequality of the country. 

African Americans have to live in two worids or as W.E.B. Du Bois (1989) stated 

"bom with a veil and gifted with second-sight in the American worid" (p. 3). However, 

there are two sides to this situation, the African Americans and society. Various essays 

in Robert V. Guthrie's book noted the psychological and sociological dilemmas that 
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African Americans face. They fear the reactions of society, yet are feared by society. 

The society in which the sfranger lives uses at the physical characteristics of the group in 

order to categorize them. Jorg Heinke, in his article "Georg Simmel, Strangeness, and 

the Stranger" (1978, t 5) stated: "it is not the behaviour which shows the inside group 

who is the stranger or not, but features as colour of the skin, the language, religion, etc." 

This demonstrates that physical characters are primary rationales in decisions to accept or 

reject others. 

It should be noted that there are debates on the consistency of the stranger. A 

particular aspect of this debate is on the correct meaning of Georg Simmel's concept of 

the stranger. Donald Levine (1985) in The Flight from Ambiguity argued that there were 

numerous misinterpretations of Simmel's concept of the stranger. Most social scientists 

have attempted to define "the stranger" as a person who lives in two worlds. Levine 

noted that this group does not desire to live in two worlds or be assimilated into the 

society; instead the group "is a potential wanderer, one who had not quite got over the 

freedom of coming and going" (p. 75). Nevertheless, there have been studies that have 

looked at the alienation, segregation, anomie and estrangement of African Americans in 

society. Each term displays some aspect of a group or individual being powerlessness 

and being removed from society. Simmel's essay speaks about how eleven 

characteristics indicate that groups, in this case Jews, are sfrangers in their host society. 

If this group who is segregated, estranged, powerless and alienated from society are 

considered strangers, then African Americans can be called strangers also. The following 
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analysis is dedicated to investigation of the appropriateness of Simmel's concept to 

African Americans. 
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CHAPTER III 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The reason for the study is to investigate the applicability of Georg Simmel's 

concept of the stranger to African Americans. No previous studies have applied 

Simmel's eleven characteristics to African Americans. This is an appropriate exercise 

because the review of literature implies situations and experiences of African Americans 

to be comparable to the European Jews described in the essay. Simmel wrote the essay in 

1908-a time very different from 2002. The appropriateness of a concept descriptive of 

Evuropean Jews applied to another group, African Americans, is a question with important 

sociological implications. There have not been studies that have taken Georg Simmel's 

characteristics and applied them in a qualitative study. Nonetheless, Simmel's concept 

appears to be sufficiently general that the characteristics all have some significance to 

minority groups who are ostracized from society. Establishing an explicit connection 

between African Americans and European Jews by this means will broaden the generality 

of our understanding of the subordinate experience. 

Georg Simmel 

Strangers are the unknown entities for which there is no knowledge to prepare the 

outside group to understand and accept their differences within a certain society. "The 

Stranger" (1908) discussed the impression given to the European Jews in regards to their 

strangeness and non-acceptance in their host country. The essay discussed not only the 
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influence of society on the alienation and subjugation of the Jews but also how this group 

played a part in its own estrangement. Not only did the host society pass laws and 

expenses that inhibited Jews from fijll acceptance, but the Jews also relied upon their own 

abilities to leave at any time they deem necessary. At one level, the concept blends the 

middleman and the marginal man concepts. The intermediary is in the middle because of 

choice and/or stmcture while the marginal man is simply forced to be subordinate. The 

sense of position in numerous societies demonstrates the fear of the stranger within their 

sphere, because of group differences. Mariene B. Sway (1980,1988) extended the essay 

by observing the Gypsies in the same context, as did Sui's study of the Chinese laundry-

men. 

The perceptions of African Americans have ranged from benevolent acceptance, 

irrelevant, to strong opposition based on their influence in the development of the United 

States. Simmel's conceptualization of the stranger and its associated characteristics can 

be applied to the African American experience. Take into consideration that African 

Americans have no specific imderstanding of their origins. Though, generally, African 

American ancestors come from Africa, they do not know specifically their tribe or society 

of origin. The racism and discriminatory treatment of the African Americans and the 

impermeability of the color line in the United States further illustrates stranger status. 

The stranger is usually perceived as a foreigner or a person or group that is not known. 

There are diverse interpretations of what may constitute a stranger. The term 

stranger used by Georg Sinunel looked at the marginalized group, the potential wanderers 

who do not have a tie to the land or society in which they live. He theorized that the 
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sttanger does not interact with society by choice. Thus, they are alienated not only by the 

actions of society but also through their ovm actions. "The Stranger" discusses the 

characteristics of the group of people who are categorized as strangers. They are 

"potential wanderers," they are both near and far within societal. They are traders of 

goods, not owners of land. They are objective in societal issues, are confidants and are 

free from commitment. They are of unknown origin, are considered enemies within and 

suffer from high fixed tax. The stranger is a group that has the option of leaving their 

place of residence, i.e., the potential wanderer. They are also are feared and 

misunderstood by the society. The stranger is both near and far in the conduct of society. 

For instance, they live within the society but are removed from the interaction within that 

society either by their choice or by the choice of the society. 

The unique factor of the stranger is that they live in two worlds enabling them to 

develop relationships with others but not tmly be accepted by them. They are objective 

regarding certain issues in the society of habitation. The key is that the dominant group 

does not accept the stranger because there are potential problems in the relationship with 

them. They may have a lot in conunon but there are differences that lead to non-

acceptance. The person does not belong from the beginning, but brings qualities into the 

larger group that the group does not or cannot develop themselves. The relationship of 

the stranger is peculiar in that they have a specific form of interaction within society. 

That is, they do not exist in a social sense. All of the above are elements that increase the 

disparity between the society and the stranger group. 
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Marlene B. Sway's Contribution 

When a comparative analysis of Georg Simmel's essay is applied to Gypsies they, 

too, can be considered strangers. Marlene B. Sway's work initially stimulated the idea to 

compare African Americans' experiences of alienation and estrangement using the eleven 

characteristics of Simmel's work on the stranger. Her works "Simmel's Concept of the 

Stranger" (1981) utilized Simmel's essay in comparison to Gypsies and Familiar 

Strangers (1988) looks at Gypsies lives in America. Marlene B. Sway (1988) referred to 

the numerous investigations and theories made regarding the Gypsy's arrival in Europe, 

their physical appearance and place of origin. Many of the hypotheses about their place 

of origin were incorrect. In actuality, Gypsies are descendents of Indian ancestors, a fact 

that the majority of Gypsies do not know. "Their Indian connections are so weak at this 

point in history, few Gypsies realize that they are from India" (Sway, 1988, p. 22). She 

uses this distance to explain why Gypsies feel less of a connection to their ancestral 

home. The knowledge and understanding of where they are from has diminished. 

Consequently, they are the wandering tribe without a place of origin. They accepted 

neither by the societies from which they originated nor by the society in which they 

reside. They may combine some aspects of their past ethnicity into their current culture, 

yet they have lost much of their history and culture. This fact leads to the idea that if a 

generation is distant from the culture or knowledge of their home country, then the need 

to retum or cormect to their home has changed. "The Gypsies left India twelve hundred 

years ago, and, while they carry with them a strong heritage, developed in that country, 

they express no desire (not even figurative) to retum there" (Sway, 1988, p. 22). The 
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article, "Simmel's Concept of the Stranger and the Gypsies" took the middleman theory 

and the characteristics of the stranger and applied them to Gypsies. She compares the 

experiences of Gypsies to the experiences of Jews. They both are the minority and 

subordinate groups in the counfries of residence, however they still resist assimilation 

thus becoming the inner enemy. To illustrate, "the Catholic Church's final attempt to 

destroy its enemies was the Inquisition, which was aimed at the Gypsies with as much 

venom as it was against the Jews" (Sway, 1981, p. 41). Her comparative analysis enables 

her to argue that Gypsies are strangers in society also. They are wanderers who have no 

sense of their origins and they are feared and misunderstood by society. 

W.E.B Du Bois' Contribution 

W.E.B. Du Bois book The Souls of Black Folk is another significant inspiration 

for the application of the essay "The Stranger" to African Americans. The discussion of 

African Americans having two views or a double conscious in society is comparable to 

how a stranger reacts to society. Du Bois mentioned that when a person is aware of the 

color line that person may wander around until they find themselves in a group that all of 

the "faces are tinged brown or black, and where he has the vague, uncomfortable feeling 

of the sttanger" (p. 128). The significance of this statement even though aimed that the 

feelings of the white person, describes how an African American feels when they are put 

into situations, almost daily, when they all they see is pale, white faces in assemblies. Du 

Bois also discussed how the law or justice system is not developed to protect the African 

American, instead it is to oppress and humiliate them. When Simmel described how the 
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sttanger is not trusted and is the irmer enemy, another comparison can be made. Du Bois 

also described how the African Americans did not have choices in their marriage, family 

and work. They were forced to be the field hands and they were unable to protect their 

families, their human rights were taken away. During the Reconstmction following the 

Civil War, organizations were established to assist the newly freed slaves to interact in 

society as free people. Such organizations, like the Freedman's Bureau were not fully 

supported by the government and did not succeed in assisting African Americans. Thus 

African Americans did not have a support network and white, specifically southem 

whites took advantage of that fact and of the African Americans. Du Bois also 

emphasized the importance of religion, especially music and songs to connect and teach 

African Americans to survive in oppression. 

African Americans do have a rich, tragic past that is remembered everyday. 

Having a past that was full of tragedy, fear, misunderstanding and hatred is part of the 

black "soul." Everyday there is a promise that everything would be better tomorrow, but 

knowing ones past brings to light that improvements and acceptance may not be 

tomorrow. Pride in ones past and hope for the future seems to be the mantra of the 

African Americas. This book inttoduced the literal possibility that African Americans are 

strangers in society. 

The African American Perspective Within 

Even though I am an African American that only adds to the significance of the 

sttidy. Having an insight into the relationship of African American within society is very 
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significant. Being in an oppressed situation, doubly so because 1 am a woman, gives me 

an understanding of society and sharpens my sensitivity. African Americans have to be 

aware of their surroundings in order to survive and adapt. Paula S. Rothenberg (1998) 

included Richard Wright's autobiography, which spoke of the ethics and harsh reality of 

living in an oppressed society, especially for an African American. Society does not see 

African Americans as human, yet African Americans are forced to adapt and train 

themselves to be treated in a subjected manner. Wright mentioned the various rules and 

expectations that society has towards the behavior of African Americans. They have to be 

aware of possible reactions to their actions, ideals, and feelings (Rothenberg, 1998). I am 

not insisting that all interactions by and with African Americans are negative. Nor are all 

interactions leaming experiences. I am not the spokesperson of my group, I believe that 1 

am another pebble cast into the pond, no more as significant than the other pebbles, but 

just another a ripple in the pond of society. I am an African American who lives, works 

and leams within an oppressive society. I want to point out again that African Americans 

are oppressed, treated differently and unequal in society. Yes, 1 think that this is 

significant in that society has acknowledged or at least knows that they have treated 

African Americans differently. Also African Americans have always spoken of the 

treatment and estrangement that they suffer from society. 

Americans do have racism problems. Gunnar Myrdal concluded that America 

could not establish itself to treat the slave descendants as equal of whites (Loury, 1995, 

p. 51). Even though he made the argument over sixty years ago, along the passing of 

various Civil Rights laws have not invalidated the indictment. This is tme because of the 
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continued real estate practices; hate crimes, discrimination, economic oppression, rising 

prison rate, homicide rate, unequal opportunity for advancement and violence. 

I wanted to write in a way that would answer the question, are African Americans 

sttangers in the sense of Georg Simmel? I believe so. There is potentiality to expand this 

analysis to include other groups such as Mexican Americans, college sttidents and 

minority groups. 

African Americans and European Jews 

Schelesinger and Devore (2001) stated that African and Jewish Americans share a 

history of oppression. Slavery and the Holocaust mark strong commonalities in their 

historical identity. Their status also pertains to economic situations, strangeness of 

appearance, mistmst, intolerance, racism, miscommunication, unfair practices and 

discrimination. All elements resemble some aspect of the eleven characteristics of the 

stranger. In comparing two diverse groups such as African Americans and European 

Jews, both the differences and commonality needs to be acknowledged. There are 

differences of ethnicity, race, religion, geography and historical origin, to name some of 

the more obvious and important differences. Can an analytic tool developed for one 

group be applied to the other? The central connection is the common experience of 

oppression. Both groups feel the conunonality of oppression and the fear of complete 

assimilation. Historically Jews had to suffer enforced laws and decrees because of their 

religious differences. They were not only confined to certain occupations, and forced to 

pay taxes, but they were also segregated in ghettoes (Seiferth, 1941). Jews continue to 
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suffer from anti-Semhism and stereotypes. Jews suffering oppression is worldwide; their 

lives are wrought with conflict, misinterpretation and the fight for understanding and a 

place to live. African Americans overall are disproportionally disadvantage and 

underrepresented in the labor market and income distribution. Aguirre and Baker (2001) 

found: 

In the distribution of occupations Whites are substantially overrepresented in the 
professional and managerial stratum. They are almost twice as likely as Blacks 
(1.71 times) and Latinos (1.97 times) to hold these kinds of jobs. Around 47 
percent of African Americans are concentrated in lower paid occupations, that are 
unskilled and semiskilled, (p. 61) 

Since these occupational disadvantages mean that the income for African 

Americans is lower than for White Americans, paying taxes, though important, translates 

to money that they cannot afford to lose. There are some clear differences between the 

original group, the Jews and the comparative group African Americans. One difference 

consists of the group wandering of the Jews compared to the emigration of the African 

Americans. Both groups were subjugated, one because of economy, the other because of 

secondary, physical characteristics. This investigation analyses the degree to which this 

conunonality "levels" the differences. 
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CHAPTER IV 

METHODOLOGY 

Subjects 

This study includes twenty-one African Americans, eleven women and ten men, 

18 years old or older and of diverse social economic and occupational backgrounds. 

Thirteen of the twenty-one interviewees are married, three are divorced and five are 

single. The demographics of the interviewees consisted of eleven women, ages 18 to 65 

and 10 men, ages 18 to 74 (see Appendix A). All interviews were face-to-face. Thirteen 

of the respondents are married, five are single, and three are divorced. Fifteen of the 

interviewees have children, and six did not. I also attempted to achieve diversity in 

economic, educational and occupational situations. The income levels of the respondents 

consists of $10,000 or less to more than $60,000. The women's income levels ranged 

from under $10,000 to $60,000. The men's income levels ranged from $10,000 to 

$50,000. 

A number of individuals were unemployed at the time of the survey. The 18-

year-old woman was not working at the time of the interview, because she was a student 

at a local high school. A 61-year-old woman was a homemaker. Three men were not 

working at the time of the interview. These men were a 62-year-old man who had been 

laid-off, a 74-year-old retired maintenance worker, and a 60-year-old man who was 

unemployed. 

The educational attainment was also diverse. The lowest level of education 

received was by one man who had four years of education. There were five women 
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respondents who had their high school diploma and one who did not finish high school. 

The highest education level attained by a woman in the sample was a bachelor's degree; 

four additional women had either some college or technical education. There was one 

man whose highest education attained was ninth grade. Three men attended high school 

but did not finish. Four men had a college degree, some years of college education or 

technical education, and one had just a high school diploma. The occupations have 

ranged from high school student, city official and employee, cook, technical sttident and 

entrepreneur. The youngest persons interviewed were a single 18-year-old woman with 

no children and a single 27-year-old man with no children. The oldest interviewed was a 

74-year-old man married with children, a 61-year-old single man, and a 61-year-old 

married woman with children. For two of the married couples, the interviews were done 

together. 

In order to protect subjects and their responses, steps were taken to insure their 

confidentiality and privacy. Participants were informed that their identities and personal 

information would not be disclosed in the final report. In addition, all notes, recordings 

and forms were kept under lock and key, only accessible by the researcher. Each 

participant was informed first of their rights not to answer any questions that they found 

too sensitive and second their right to end the interview at any time. Nevertheless, none 

of the interviewees refused to answer any questions or terminate the interview. 

The African American population interviewed all resided in the same 

geographical location. This location is a medium metropolitan area in west Texas that is 

isolated from major metropolitan cities. This city cannot compare to the large 
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metropolitan cities as in Simmel's work, because of its size and area. This information 

comes from the 2000 Census Data. The total population of the city is 202,000. African 

Americans constitute 8.47% of the population. Since the 1950s, the population of 

African Americans has steadily increased. The number of African Americans residing 

there during 1950 was 6,229, while currentiy the number is 17,292. In 50 years, the 

population has increased 36%. The African American gender disttibution consists of 

9,145 women and 8,145 men. Within the city, there are around 4,148 African American 

families and 5,936 households. The 2000 Census Data of the African American 

population and the housing situation demonstrates the diversity of homeownership and 

renters. There are 2,514 (42.4%) African American homeowners and 3,422 (57.6%) 

African American renters within the city limit (Census, 2000). The economic basis is 

agricultural wath the principle crop being cotton within the West Texas area. There are 

organizations that have been established to support and represent racial diversity; 

however, "political leadership continues to be predominantly White" (Butiier, Buriey, & 

Marbley, 2000, pp. 455-456). 

None of the respondents attended any of the four higher education institutions at 

the time of the interview. Currently, there is only about 4% African American emollment 

in the universities. The exclusion of university students helped to assure respondents 

were long-time city residents for the focus of the current study. 

The responses from the sample of 21 African Americans is an attempt to provide 

qualitative evidence that comments on the suitability of Simmel's eleven characteristics 
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to African Americans. It must however be considered a first approximation. The size of 

the sample as well as the narrow focus of data gathering both argues this point. 

Data Collection and Techniques 

An appropriate questionnaire eliciting information addressing the eleven 

characteristics of the stranger as applicable to African Americans had to be constmcted. 

After much consideration and consultation with faculty, an open-ended questionnaire was 

determined to be most appropriate; this also allowed more in depth exploration in this 

initial study (see Appendix C). Analyzing how Simmel's eleven characteristics are 

compatible with modem terminology generated the questions constmcted for the 

questionnaire. The characteristics were then considered in the modem sense of African 

Americans and modem differences from European Jews in the late 19"̂  and early 20* 

centuries. An open-ended questionnaire was developed, which employed each 

characteristic as an element of questioning and discussion. 

The questionnaire was initially tested for validity and reliability with five practice 

interviews. Twice tested, the questionnaire appears to be very fluid and is a revisable 

form for further research. Probing questions were asked in order to gain a better insight 

into the African American experiences of alienation and estrangement. When working 

on the interview, altemative wording of the questions was presented when respondents 

asked for clarification. 

Subjects were identified using a snowball sampling technique. In this technique, 

"the 'sample' is assembled by referral, as persons having the characteristic(s) of interest 
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identify others" (Stark & Roberts, 1998, p. 88). The interviews began with my close 

associates who then informed others of my study. Through snowball sampling, the 

interviews were easily completed within three weeks time. 

The settings of the interviews included my home, office, the respondents' homes 

or in some cases the workplace. The respondents, as expected, were more forthcoming 

when they were in a setting in which there were no interruptions. The idea of catering to 

the needs of the subjects is a productive one. 

Procedures 

Subjects were asked permission to record the interview. Some respondents felt 

uncomfortable with a tape recorder even after reassurance that everything was 

confidential. This likely reflects a fear of having evidence, voice evidence, of their 

dialogue. Five respondents were unwilling to have the interview recorded. A period of 

"small talk" was employed to put respondents at ease in hope they would be willing to be 

more forward in their responses. I transcribed the interviews as quickly as possible for 

legitimacy and reliability. The interviews varied in time from fifteen minutes to two and 

one forth hours. I was able to take extensive notes of the interviews not recorded as well 

as those recorded and believe that they are valid. The notations were added in the 

transcriptions. Each interview transcription detailed not only the conversation and 

answers themselves, but also the observances of the investigator. Such observations 

include the interaction among couples and clarifications that needed to be made regarding 

questions and answers. The coding consisted of taking each question and categorizing 
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them. All of the coding was done by hand, thus giving me more options for investigating 

themes for each characteristic. Some themes consisted of African Americans' 

perceptions of historical importance, possible obstmction of owning homes and land, 

interpretations of being dangerous, mediocre occupations, and removal from absolute 

acceptance and tolerance. Other themes were similar and consistent with Simmel's eleven 

characteristics of the stranger. These responses are classified together because of their 

similarity. The classification was the eleven characteristics of Georg Simmel's the 

stranger. 

The responses varied for certain issues and the insight gained from the interviews 

assisted in the development of a better understanding of the African American experience 

as the stranger. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

Strangeness of Origin 

In the case of the person who is a stranger to the country, the city, the race, 
etc., however, tiiis non-common element is once more nothing individual, 
but merely the strangeness of origin, which is or could be common to 
many strangers. (Simmel, 1908, p. 407) 

Since the stranger is unknown to the society that they live in, their identity is not 

known. For some strangers neither they nor their host society know their social and 

historical identity. Importance is placed upon the strange group's place of origin. 

The initial question asked subjects whether they believed that having a strong 

historical identity is beneficial to acceptance. The respondents were then directly asked 

about their opinion regarding African Americans' historical identity and its significance 

for acceptance by society. Every respondent answered that it is important to have a 

strong historical identity. Further, some respondents asserted that while African 

Americans have a strong historical identity, many African Americans are unable to 

research their identity fully due to the history of slavery and oppression. Other 

respondents feU that their family ties define African Americans' historical identity. 

Family ties are important because African Americans need to know where they come 

from. 

Frank,^ a 43-year-old African American man responded: 

^ To protect my respondents' identities, I will use pseudonyms when quoting a specific 

respondent. 
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African Americans do have a history, just not all of us know it.. .because 
they do not have this.. .uh... knowledge then they are estranged from 
whites as well as each other. 

This sentiment seemed the dominant opinion throughout the interviews, however, many 

of the respondents felt that they had to clarify the differences about their identity within 

the city and their identity in America. 

Some of the respondents reasoned that because African Americans are 

"submissive" in their city and community, they are removed from interacting with other 

African Americans. Other African Americans who are able to research their history are 

viewed as being influential because of this opportunity. 

Mr. and Mrs. B., married for 16 years, found that within the city there are 

differences in the perceptions of having an historical identity. Mr. B. believed that 

African Americans living in this city do not have a strong historical identity. He stated: 

Blacks, specifically those blacks [who live in the city] do not have the 
same cormection to their history. 1 think that this is because they may feel 
a sense of hopelessness and are not able to research like other blacks in the 
nation are able to research their past. 

Mrs. B. added further explanation of the strangeness of origin and the sense of not 

having a history for African Americans in the city and in the nation: 

African Americans here [city] are not very active in organizations such as 
the NAACP pSfational Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People] that would aid them in leaming and researching their history. I 
also feel that the nation looks at having a past, a history, as very important. 
Sure, African Americans have a history, but who really can sit down with 
their'family and tell their family story, not counting Alex Haley. Knowing 
where your roots are is very important and not all African Americans have 
this benefit. 
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The respondents took the term strangeness of origin and overall felt that African 

Americans are sfrangers of both their culture and homelands. As a group, African 

Americans feel the loss of their history and culture. Furthermore, approximately 90% or 

19 respondents believed that blacks do have a history but they do not know the complete 

history, thus alienating themselves from each other and their white counterparts. 

No Owner of Soil 

The stranger is by nature no "owner of soil"—soil not only in the physical 
sense, but in the figurative sense of life substance which is fixed, if not in 
a point in space, at least in an ideal point of social enviromnent. (Simmel, 
1908, p. 403) 

According to Simmel, land is the life substance, which is fixed and is not allowed 

to be owned by the stranger. The idea is that if the stranger was an owner of soil then the 

interaction between the host society and the strange group increases. However, the host 

society knows that with additional associations comes more power for the stranger. 

Therefore, the society does not allow that group to have access to power, the land. 

My next question consisted of asking about situations and comparisons of 

circumstances that inhibit African Americans from owning homes and land. The 

respondents felt that African Americans were not hindered from owning homes and land 

and that their sittiation has improved greatly. When asked for further input on why they 

feh land ownership is more possible today, they concluded that the economic situation 

has improved for African Americans. They felt that ownership is more likely to be based 

on social class than race and ethnicity. If the person or family has the money then they 

are able to buy homes and land. Also they felt that banks and loan-mortgage companies 
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are forced by law to assist in this improvement. Even though all of the respondents in 

some way supported that African Americans do or have suffered from inequality, only six 

respondents specifically concluded that African Americans are still inhibited from 

owning homes and land today. Some of the respondents stated that there are certain 

geographical locations and neighborhoods that do not want whites or African Americans 

to live together. 

My entire sample saw the change of home and land ownership as recent, except 

two respondents. The two respondents who did not see the change as recent were the two 

youngest subjects. They felt that these changes have been happening over an extended 

period of time. These continual improvements are noticeable because of the better 

opportunities to own homes and land. The other respondents whose ages are 30 years old 

and older view the potentiality of ownership as recent. Each respondent sees this as a 

great improvement from the past. African Americans can own land and homes as long as 

they have the money. Pamela, a 61-year-old woman, acknowledged: 

If you got the money you can own anything. As long as you have money 
and credit you can get stuff. 

When asked about the scarcity of economic resources she responded: 

That is the problem. Not too many blacks have that, money and good 
credit. But we try, we rent to buy, pay rent for years. It (paying rent) is 
the same for everyone who is not white. I remember when blacks could 
not live in white neighborhoods or buy homes, but now we, most of us 
can. There are times when you hear about blacks not being welcomed, but 
if you have the money then you can improve your situation. 

Even though Pamela felt that as long as a person has money they are less likely to be 

prevented from owning land and homes, she finds that African Americans are less likely 
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to have the money and credit for this to be possible. Other respondents also believed that 

having access to money aided in access to ownership; however, they also noted that many 

do not have these benefits, money and credit, to facilitate this situation. Again, some 

point out the differences in the city compared with other parts of the country. 

Gloria, a well-traveled 50-year-old woman, feh that even though the city has its 

problems, it is worse in the Deep South. The Deep South consists of states like 

Mississippi, Georgia, Louisiana, Alabama, and Arkansas. She stated that in these states, 

"Blacks have the sharecroppers mentality." She characterizes the sharecropper's 

mentality as 

Meek, [the] submissiveness that African Americans display towards 
whites. White society withholds equality and the African Americans 
allow this to happen. 

My respondents felt that it was very important to own or buy a house or land. Again, my 

respondents argued that by having money, African Americans living in their city and in 

the South is very significant for improving their subordinate situations. Many feel that if 

the African American person or group does have money, they are not significantly 

inhibited. However, there was acknowledgement that there are illegal practices 

perpetrated by the real estate developers and by banks that obstruct African Americans' 

potentiality of ownership. If they are not able to get these resources, then they are not 

able to improve their situation. Dale, a 32-year-old man, stated: 

There are still instances of not getting bank loans or being showed a 
location of residence or business. When I wanted to open my business, I 
was showed only locations that are "appropriate for minority owned 
businesses." I could not believe at first that the real estate person told me 
this. I was livid...I am college educated...! have the money...1 have the 
credit.. .just because I am black they felt that my business would not be 
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successful elsewhere. Thank goodness that I did not have to get a loan 
approved. 

Dale personally felt affronted that the only business locations he was initially shown were 

in minority neighborhoods; however, he was able to open his business in a "neutral 

location" that was located near a main expressway in the city. Nevertheless, there is still 

the perception that other African Americans suffer discrimination in property ownership. 

My respondents somewhat supported the idea that African Americans are not 

owners of soil and noted the types of discrimination they or others experience today. 

They felt that there are still obstmctions that reduce the potentiality of an African 

American owning land or a home, but these discriminatory actions are not imiversal or 

impossible to overcome with enough capital. 

Potential Wanderer 

The stranger is thus being discussed here, not in the sense often touched 
upon in the past, as the wanderer who comes today and goes tomorrow, 
but rather as the person who comes today and stays tomorrow. He is, so to 
speak, the potential wanderer: although he has not moved on, he has not 
quite overcome the freedom of coming and going. (Simmel, 1908, p. 402) 

They may leave today, tomortow or never but the emphasis is on the power that 

they have in their ability to move away from the host society, this is what constitutes a 

potential wanderer. The possibility of someone leaving a sittiation is what defines the 

stranger. 

The idea of the question is to get the respondents' opinions regarding the 

motivations that African Americans have for moving. I also addressed the motivations 

for leaving a particular area or group. I wanted to know if African Americans are more 
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likely to move away than other groups, if their reasons are internal or external and if their 

motivations are positive or negative. 

The main reason my respondents gave for African Americans moving away was 

economic in nature. The support of this idea came from the men interviewed. Thomas, a 

64-year-old, man, responded: 

Males leave to try to runaway and improve their situation. Get a job and 
get an education elsewhere, especially here [in the city]. 

Overall, the respondents did not see moving away as a negative experience. The positive 

aspect was that they would be able to improve their situation and obtain greater access to 

money and prestige. However, they did consider the negative effects on the African 

American community as Thomas noted: 

But by leaving churches they are fighting the symptoms. They need to 
develop here, but they believe that they carmot. Once the young, who are 
mostly African American, male leave, they hardly ever come back. 

The reasoning that African Americans, especially the young, are more likely to move 

away than other groups is a common theme in communities. They move away in search 

of better educational opportunities, jobs and improved economic opportunities. 

Some respondents mentioned that they have to move because they cannot find 

the needed jobs or prestige they could find elsewhere. African Americans believe that 

then qualifications or experiences are not accepted therefore they have to leave the city. 

A local African American minister. Reverend W stated: 

9 out of 10 have to leave [the city] to get a good job. They wander 
looking for acceptable and nice housing, better economy, and social and 
political issues and groups.. .there is a need for African Americans to 
affiliate themselves with these groups and issues. These entities are 
needed to make changes in the poll and civil arenas, but because African 
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Americans do not have these they need to leave. Leaving [the city], 
leaming from other cities and return to change the city is what is needed. 

African Americans suffer from a greater disparity of income and economic possibilities; 

therefore, they have to attempt to leave their current situation of impoverishment in hopes 

of achieving and improving themselves. Overwhelmingly my respondents felt that the 

young African Americans are more likely to leave because of economic reasons. Are 

African Americans potential wanderers? Yes, when economic and social prestige is 

possible elsewhere. Are African Americans forced or coerced to move away as were the 

Jews? In certain situations, there is this possibility. However, my respondents looked at 

the economic impact rather than harassment or discrimination. 

Objectivity 

He is not radically conunitted to the unique ingredients and peculiar 
tendencies of the group, and therefore approaches them with the specific 
attitude of "objectivity." But objectivity does not simply involve passivity 
and detachment; it is a particular stmcture composed of distance and 
nearness, indifference and involvement." (Sinunel, 1908, p. 404) 

Strangers are able to take a more objective position in conflicts in society, because 

they are the outsiders. As strangers the group is free to express opinions. The objectivity 

of the sfranger refers to someone who is remote from contributing to decisions that would 

affect them and the general society. Being objective, the stranger listens and hears both 

sides of the argument but they are not necessarily asked for their opinion in solving the 

conflict. In fact, they also become victims of decisions made in their absence. The 

society may consult the stranger, but for any decisions made that would directly affect 
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them there is no consultation. Being objective does have both a negative and positive 

dimension. The positive aspect of being objective is that the stranger leams about the 

society, either to adapt or to survive. The negative aspect of objectivity is that the 

sttanger is hindered from objecting to decisions that would negatively impact their group. 

In order to gain a better understanding of objectivity in the African American 

experience, African Americans were asked if they believed themselves to be left out of 

decisions that would affect them and their community. Eighteen respondents stated that 

yes, African Americans are left out of the decision making process. The dominant group, 

the European Americans, either makes laws or makes decisions that would affect African 

Americans directly without consulting anyone from the group. Reverend W reported: 

Yes, African Americans are left out of making major decisions, especially 
in Lubbock, absolutely. School closings are made, decisions are 
appointed and they try to use the media to tell us and convince us that 
these decisions are in our best interest. 

Some respondents felt that African Americans are watchers rather than participants in 

discussions affecting their welfare. Other respondents felt that their involvement is 

limited because they are not informed about possible decisions or steps they could take to 

fight against these decisions. 

Mr. and Mrs. B supported both different opinions about the objectivity of African 

Americans. Mrs. B concluded: 

[The] legislature is made up of white males and there are very few black 
votes. There needs to be change in Lubbock because we are not heard and 
we do not have a voice. 

However, some of the respondents believed that some aspect of African American 

alienation is particularly due to their own actions or lack thereof Yet, even though 
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African Americans do take part in alienating themselves there are still instances in which 

they are inhibited from privileges and proceedings. Mr. B. further added: 

But.. .blacks very rarely attend town meetings.. .though that could be due 
to not knowing about the meetings until it is too late. 

One of the main examples mentioned was the school closings in the neighborhoods that 

contained a higher number of minorities, especially African Americans. Respondents felt 

that even though the minority residents asked for a better plan for the school closings 

they were not heard. Many of the respondents argued that this was just one of many 

instances that proved that they were not a part of society. Because they were not 

consulted imtil the final decision, it was too late to do anything. 

When asked if they believed African Americans could be more objective when 

considering other groups' situations of oppression I received mixed responses. Seven of 

the respondent felt that they are able to be more objective. However, most believed that 

unless their situation is similar to the African American experience they do not feel a 

connection to them. Therefore, objectivity may m fact be situation specific. African 

Americans are separated from society by choice and by the actions of society. African 

Americans may separate themselves in order to protect themselves from possible hostility 

by others and to lessen the possible competition for resources. Another group may be 

perceived, as being kindred in subjection, however, once that group surpasses Afiican 

Americans then there is friction. In order to protect what jobs and resources they have 

Afiican Americans may then become more hostile towards them. Tanuny, a 24-year-old 

woman, stated: 
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Blacks are partially objective about situations. We can see another group 
being treated with contempt and can view them overall. However, the 
same group can be suffering and the society would assist them and we 
would ask, why not us?' We can be subjective in certain situations and 
towards certain groups if we choose. 

Being objective towards others groups' sittiations is possible for African Americans, but 

if certain privileges are still denied for them and not for others this objectivity changes. 

Most African Americans sympathize with other groups but they still want to be able to 

improve their own situations. In Simmel's essay, objectivity was assessed as the distance 

between dominant and subordinate group members. The group was indifferent, cautious 

or independent from complete assimilation and interaction. African Americans display 

certain elements of this characteristic in that they are cautious in their interactions with 

European Americans. However, because of competition for resources their reaction 

towards other subordinate groups' experiences may not be as unprejudiced or objective. 

Freedom from Habit, Piety, and Precedent 

Insofar as this is tme, it is an exaggeration of the specific role of the 
stranger: he is freer practically and theoretically; he surveys conditions 
with less prejudice; his criteria for them are more general and more 
objective ideals; he is not tied down in his action by habit, piety, and 
precedent. (Simmel, 1908, p. 405) 

This individual or group is not bound by "commitment that could prejudice his 

perception, understanding, and evaluation of the given" (p. 405). This idea is also 

associated with the stranger's objectivity. The stranger is not obligated to serve the host 

society, thus they do not have duties or conunitment to the betterment of the host society. 

The relationships with strangers are very cautious. Due to the fact that they are objective 
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and their freedom is important they are less willing to form strong ties. This caution 

enables both the larger society and the sfranger to perceive the barriers that separate the 

two groups. There are situations in which the stranger chooses not to become a part of 

the society, thus ensuring that they will not pursue anything that would bind them to the 

society. On the other hand, there are circumstances, in which the host society inhibits 

participation from the strange group, by laws, ordinances, discriminatory actions or other 

acts. Since there are barriers between the two groups, then the stranger remains the 

stranger, either by choice or by force. Du Bois (1962) stated: 

He would not Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the 
world and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white 
Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for the world. 
He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an 
American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without 
having the doors of Opportimity closed roughly in his face. (p. 5) 

This study examined the barriers between African Americans and dominant 

society. The idea is to see if these barriers are due to societal actions or African 

Americans actions. Such actions by society may encompass discrimination, stereotypes 

and forms of oppression and inequality. Actions by African Americans to create these 

boundaries may include "self-segregation," suspicion of whites and other groups and 

limited interaction outside of their group. 

I also wanted to know if African Americans had ties to a society that they felt 

oppresses them. In response to these questions all of my respondents agreed that there 

are barriers. When asked if these barriers were because of society or because of African 

Americans themselves the responses varied. The majority of respondents concluded were 
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that both groups created barriers. Frank agreed that both play an important role in 

creating barriers: 

Blacks are cautious and are taught not to tmst anyone. Whites or society 
does not know how to work or get along with blacks. 

These barriers between African Americans and the dominant European Americans can 

cause a great deal of mistmst among members both groups. The idea that one group's 

expectations would impact the other group appears to be the main reason for the barriers. 

Tammy noted: 

Even though there are barriers between blacks and whites. Blacks are tied 
to society. Every decision [made by blacks] is based upon them [whites] 
and their expectations of us. Sometimes these expectations are self-
fulfilling for blacks. If they [whites] expect us to be imcaring, 
disillusioned, bmtal and dangerous, then fine, that is the way many blacks 
will act. Sometimes especially here [in the city] they [whites] make us 
feel so unwanted, so we decide not to interfere and not to interact with 
them. What is the point when they do not communicate with us and then 
do what they will to us? 

Both African Americans and European Americans need to work together. However, 

neither group really understands the other, which makes working together quite difficult. 

Not surprisingly African Americans have to adapt to whites because they are the 

dominant group, but whites do not have to adapt to African Americans unless by choice. 

Leo, a 60-year-old man, affirmed this idea: 

As Blacks, we have to leam to adapt ourselves to be white. Act white, talk 
white, be white and you will be something in the world. There is the 
positive idea, but when we hear about being black, those things are 
negative. The music is loud, you talk too loud, you're lazy, you are not 
going to be anything because you are black. But, being black is not that 
[negative], instead we are a race that is beautiful, intelligent and strong, 
but we are not taught that. And, maybe whites are not taught that either. 
We try to survive the best way we can. Out there we are "white", at home 
we are "ourselves". 
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African Americans have leamed that they are limited in their ability to improve 

their circumstances. Therefore, they should just accept what they have and create their 

own world. A number of my respondents felt that society does create barriers. These 

barriers are as some described economic, societal, political, educational and racial. 

Because blacks are prohibited from improving their situation they suffer at the "hands" of 

society. 

Next, 1 wanted to know if African Americans had ties to the larger society. All of 

the respondents felt that even though they were being oppressed as Afiican American 

people they were still Americans. This is especially appropriate given that this study 

followed the September 11, 2001, ttagedy. Even though there are barriers, they still feel 

connected. Nora, an 18-year-old woman, believed that the barriers between African 

Americans and the majority European American society are always linked to the 

interaction and choices of both groups. She stated: 

They both [blacks and whites] create barriers. Thus they both suffer from 
the walls. The walls keep them from knowing one another. There are 
always seem to be some kind of misunderstanding or anger. I think this is 
because no one talks. No one takes the time to leam about each other. 
Each, black or white, has a hand in this rift. 

Nora saw that the African Americans do have ties to society but society and African 

Americans both create barriers that diminish these ties. Reverend W. both supports and 

disputes this argument. He stated: 

Yes there are barriers everywhere. Economical, social, political, 
educational, financial and racial barriers, something the African 
Americans mainly suffers from. However, it may be due to the actions of 
African Americans or the response to greater society actions. 
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African Americans do have a tie to society, but there are barriers. These barriers are 

usually viewed as being for protection. African Americans are carefiil about complete 

dependency on society. Even though they perceive of themselves as Americans, African 

Americans attempt to protect themselves by creating not just barriers, but some distance 

between themselves and the larger society. 

Confessional 

This is the fact that he often receives the most surprising openness-
confidences which sometimes have the character of a confessional and 
which would be carefully withheld from a more closely related person. 
(Simmel, 1908, p. 404) 

The imusual aspect of the stranger is the willingness of the dominant group to be 

open with seemingly personal or inappropriate information. This informative 

confessional overlaps with the objectivity and freedom of the group. The stranger does 

not have the ability or position to publicize any private information without their 

reliability being called into question. The host society knows this and tmsts the stranger, 

believing they will keep their secrets. The confessor was comfortable because they knew 

that the stranger could leave at any time and take the secrets with them. The idea is that 

the society does not actually tmst the stranger; instead they take advantage of the 

stranger's mobile status. However, while the stranger is entmsted with important 

information, they are not tmsted with full integration into society. 

Here I examined the possible tmst issues between African Americans and the 

larger society and if it is possible that African Americans are confidants of information. 

All of my respondents agreed that there are tmst issues among African Americans and the 
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dominant society. Some felt that the reason for this was because of confusion and 

misunderstandings. African Americans are taught how to survive in the whhe world 

while society or in this case whites, are not taught about the African American world 

except through stereotypes. When asked about the idea that African Americans were 

tmsted with information, many of the respondents could see that possibility. Betty, a 58-

year-old woman, pondered that relationship: 

A black manager was appointed by a white CEO. Why? 1 heard that he 
stated that he could tmst this manager better because the white employees 
would steal from him [the white CEO].. .1 also know that co-workers 
[white] would talk to me about their problems. I never thought why, but 
maybe it is because they know that I could do nothing with the 
information that they give me, unlike others [who are not African 
American]. 

Initially, Betty felt that her white co-workers telling her information was a way of 

integrating her into the company. As she thought more about it, she could see the 

possibility that they were confessing. Much of the information, though sensitive and 

maybe influential, was told to her and not the other workers who were white. 

Traders and Middlemen 

Throughout the history of economics the sttanger everywhere appears as 
the trader, or the trader as sttanger. As long as economy is essentially self-
sufficient, or products are exchanged within a spatially narrow group, it 
needs no middleman: a ttader is only required for products that originate 
outside the group. Insofar as members do not leave the circle in order to 
buy these necessities-in which case they are the "sttange" merchants in 
that outside ten-itory-the ttader must be a stranger, since nobody else has 
a chance to make a living. (Simmel, 1908, p. 403) 
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Simmel saw that traders and middlemen were occupations stereotypically held by 

Jews within society. Since Jews are potential wanderers and are objective these 

occupations are perfect for them. They do not have to be connected to society and these 

occupations are adaptive and can be found elsewhere. Simmel also saw that the economy 

played a role in placing strangers in these occupations. The idea is for the stranger to 

retrieve items from outside of the society. 

The next question addressed the possibility that certain occupations and 

achievements attained by African Americans are diminished in their prestige or status. 1 

also inquired about their opinion regarding stereotypical African American occupations. 

Are they still present today? Even though the stranger is forced into certain occupations, 

the prestige of the occupation changes on the basis of the racial or ethnic background of 

the worker. For instance, once group members achieve some status or prestige, 

something that achievement is perceived as less important by the dominant society. More 

specifically 1 wanted to know whether African Americans believed that occupations or 

achievements by African Americans seem less prestigious to the larger society. 

The majority of respondents felt that these occupations and achievements do not 

lessen in degree because they are viewed as important by the African American 

community and by other minorities. Since traders and middlemen were the occupational 

stereotypes then there may be stereotypical African American occupations. James, a 36-

year-old man, noted the loss of occupations for African Americans, and the continuation 

of stereotypes given to certain jobs: 

There are few ttaditional jobs today for blacks than 10 or 20 years ago. 
However, there is still this imagery of certain jobs being black. Take for 
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instance when you think of a cook, you think of a black male, if you think 
of a maid, a black female. Car washers and janitors were black positions. 
Now you have other groups, Hispanic and white, who work at these jobs 
and are competing with us. 

Each of my respondents agreed that there are still jobs that are held by majority 

African Americans. Some occupations were high in prestige and income but were 

stereotypical and other occupations that were low in prestige. Reverend W alluded to this: 

There are certain jobs that get more credit and notoriety, the athletes. 
There are athletes who are very talented, but at the same time there are 
these stereotypes of if you are black, you must be athletic. They have the 
potentiality of eaming millions of dollars. Then the other side of the 
spectrum there are blacks that work in low wage jobs, as are trying to cam 
a few hundred dollars to survive. There is this balance each require hard 
work [different type of hardship], but the payoff for each is different [in 
result and wages]. 

Most jobs were described as being labor intensive, yet low in wages. In addition, some 

of the jobs did not place African Americans in the foreground; instead, they were in the 

background, working as janitors and food service workers. Some of the occupations 

listed were janitors, doormen, cooks, sports athletes and food service. Even though there 

are others, my sample reported that many jobs have been lost to other groups. Leo, 

acknowledged: 

White people take over blacks jobs. These jobs before that seem so poor, 
so colored are no longer there. Sometimes all you see is whites washing 
cars, mowing lawns and cooking and when a black person tries to get 
these jobs they are not hired. 

African Americans used to be the only lawn people and car washers, but once others, 

particularly whites, found out how profitable these jobs were they took them over. 
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Reverend and Mrs. C affirmed the perception that respectable jobs for blacks are 

rare. Mrs. C replied to the question that once obtained by African Americans certain 

occupations are less prestigious: 

Yes, when blacks get a certain job either its importance is lessened or it is 
taken over. Whites have taken over or jobs that used to be done by blacks 
hands are now by white hands or by machines. 

Reverend C responded noting that, "our jobs either are taken over or got rid of" 

The respondents agreed that Afiican American occupations overall are the mediocre 

positions of society. Also their occupations do depend on the economy. 

Inner Enemies 

The neamess and remoteness of the stranger's position puts him in a 
dangerous predicament diuing times of trouble. He is everywhere but 
seldom gains fiill entry into the political, social and military ranks of the 
elite. When trouble within the greater society occurs, it is the stranger 
who is suspected of causing it. (Sway, 1981, p. 47) 

When there are social problems the inner enemy is blamed as the cause and 

instigator. The stranger group is not tmsted or understood, thus they are the victims of 

condemnation. Irmer enemies are the underprivileged people whose position does not 

give them the power that they need. Social dilemmas are usually not the product of the 

stranger, instead the stranger is either harmed by society, inhibited from certain privileges 

or assimilated into the dominant society. Du Bois' concept, "double consciousness" 

demonstrates the two realities that African Americans have to live. African Americans 

have to contend with the intolerance and oppression from the dominant group in 

America. They have to live in a society that is both their home and yet they are estranged 
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from acceptance. There is constant monitoring of actions and reactions to being black in 

a dominant white society. The "double consciousness" characterized by Du Bois as the 

two worids that African Americans have to live in, black and white; subordinate and 

dominant; strange and familiar; and other descriptives reinforce this duality. However, 

the world deems the African American to be treated differentiy and as the problem. 

I wanted to examine whether or not actions taken or laws created harmed African 

Americans more directly than other groups. I also wanted to know if African Americans 

felt that the larger society viewed them as enemies. 1 found that 19 of my respondents 

perceived that the laws and actions are unfair for African Americans. Some examples 

offered were racial profiling, unfair job practices and the prison population. They then 

went on to say that because of these actions and others that, of course, African Americans 

were seen as the enemy. Some even pointed out that in movies African Americans are 

more than likely to be portrayed as an enemy or victimizer if other groups are not 

available. 

Angela, a 45-year-old woman, stated that there is only one real reason that 

African Americans are treated as enemies in America, "because we are dark-skinned." 

The physical characteristics of African Americans are the main focus, thus creating 

automatic fear and mistrust in society. Gloria stated: 

Yes, we are targets! "Little Black Sambo." We are black centered targets. 
Assumptions and stereotypes are made that hurt our reputation. 
Whenever, there is a black man and black women people automatically 
assume that they are having a fling. They never assume the same in their 
group. Target blacks first when there are problems.. .blame blacks! 
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Some agreed that before September 11, that African Americans were the enemy, 

however, not much has changed. African Americans constitute a higher proportion of the 

prison population and that conttibutes to the image of "enemy." Leo reported: 

Actions taken against blacks are worse. It seems as though they are to be 
seen and treated as the enemy. Even though there is fighting elsewhere, I 
expect that blacks will become the primary 'threat' as soon as the fighting 
ends. 

This idea was conunon and when asked for additional clarification Leo further added: 

I have lived through a lot of conflicts and wars and once the country ends 
those, the patriotism ends and the hatred reemerge. 

Richard, a 74-year-old man and war veteran, also mentioned the reemergence of racism 

towards African Americans after a conflict: 

When the country has an enemy then it becomes one. But once that 
enemy is no longer a threat, the country looks in itself and seems to go hey 
we can't stand these people therefore we have to do something. All of the 
anger and aggression that was thrown towards that outside enemy is now 
thrown towju-ds blacks. It is exhausting and at the same time expected. 

The responses supported the idea that African Americans are perceived as irmer enemies 

in society. They are feared, thus there are actions taken to control or lessen the threat. 

Dangerous Possibilities 

The freedom, however, which allows the stranger to experience and treat 
even his close relationships as though from a bird's-eye view, contains 
many dangerous possibilities. (Simmel, 1908, p. 405) 

The concept, "dangerous possibilities" allow us to examine how little is known 

about the sttanger and fiirthennore why they are perceived to be dangerous to the 

dominant culture. Because the stranger is so removed from complete interaction in 
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society, they have some insight that is deemed to be dangerous by those in power. These 

insights require the stranger to treat everyone with caution. However, because the group 

or individual is so cautious, they are viewed as the problem. Nothing is truly known 

about them and they consider members of the dominant group as outsiders. Therefore, 

these outsiders were not allowed to be knowledgeable about certain things about the 

group. Thus, the host society has to prepare for the danger of having the sttanger rebel. 

Some of these preparations may be to assimilate the group, eliminate the group, or to 

create barriers that isolate the group socially and physically. 

This question overiapped with the question of whether or not Afiican Americans 

are viewed as the enemy. It was important to see if the subjects perceived actions that 

have been taken against African Americans as controlling or aimed at removing them 

from society. Equally important was identifying whether subjects perceived that these 

actions taken were because society fears African Americans. 

All of my respondents agreed that there have been actions taken against African 

Americans, whether or not they are recent actions is the point of interest for my 

respondents. TJ, a 54-year-old African American man, felt that these actions vary: 

There have been actions, sometimes covert and overt. For instance, the 
TAAS test. Everyone knows that this test is discriminatory, but that does 
not keep them from administering it. Fewer blacks are able to pass the test 
thus they keeping them from graduating high school. If they do not 
graduate then they are less likely to make money. Making money is great, 
but if you cannot then you are not part of society. They, whites fear 
blacks potential and ability to succeed. Therefore, they keep trying to put 
us down. 
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Further, some pointed out that in the past there were failed attempts to remove or forcibly 

immigrate enslaved blacks to other countries. Tom, 27-year-old African American man 

stated: 

Historically there were attempts to send us away. I cannot remember 
which book it was, but there was discussions about setting up a colony for 
the enslaved and freed blacks. Not for their benefit but for the benefit of 
America. Americans trying to get rid of Americans! 

Other respondents pointed out that the increase in the African American prison 

population proves that society is trying to get rid of them. All of the respondents agreed 

that society fears African Americans. The definition of fear included possible physical 

repercussions, economic takeovers and the educational advancement of African 

Americans. 

Fixed Tax 

But the Jew as a taxpayer was, in the first place, a Jew, and thus his tax 
situation had an invariable element. This same position appears most 
strongly, of course, once even these individual characterizations (limited 
though they were by rigid invariance) are omitted, and all strangers pay an 
altogether equal head-tax. (Sinunel, 1908, p. 408) 

Fixed tax as described by Sinunel looked at how the Jews had to pay taxes if they 

had any property or dealings within society. They still were expected to pay taxes even 

though their occupations were not economically advantaged. However, the sttanger has 

no ties to the society and is still forced to support the society through taxes. The sttanger 

is viewed as dysfimctional, dangerous, never stable, with freedom from certain duties, but 

not freedom from financial support of the host society. Another concem is that the 
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economic situation is dire for the stranger. They are not established financially and their 

occupations are not prestigious. 

In order to get an overall perceptive of the tax situation for African Americans, 

the inquiry investigated whether they suffer greater disparity because a larger percentage 

of their income is given in taxes as compared to other groups. In an attempt to translate 

Sinunel's concept to contemporary language, I wanted to see if African Americans 

perceived that as a group they suffer financial loss because a greater amount of their 

income goes to taxes. Every respondent agreed that as groups African Americans suffer 

first because they do not have the same eaming potential and furthermore, more of what 

little money they have goes to taxes in comparison with the dominant group. Alex, a 36-

year-old man, argued: 

Yes African Americans suffer more because their income goes to taxes. 
The majority is poor and is required to pay taxes. Even though everyone 
in America has to pay taxes, blacks taxes take away their [needed] money. 

Some hastened to add that every group or citizen has to pay taxes it is just that the money 

that they earn is not enough and they have to pay taxes also. Gloria stated: 

The percentage does not pay more taxes, but the more money they have 
the less they miss it. Because of monetary values and wages it would have 
a bigger impact for them because they are paying a lot more. It takes 
longer to cam more, being poor. 

My respondents supported the idea that African Americans are disproportionately 

negatively impacted by taxes. 
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Neamess and Remoteness 

The unity of neamess and remoteness involved in every human relation is 
organized, in the phenomenon of the stranger, in a way which may be 
most briefly formulated by saying that in the relationship to him, distance 
means tiiat he, who is close by, is far, and strangeness means that he, who 
also is far, is actually near. (Simmel, 1908, p. 402) 

It seems that a society such as this as the United States, which is founded on a 

belief of freedom should accept strangers as they are. This includes their culture, 

personality and the uniqueness that they have. However, there is no guarantee that the 

society in which strangers live in will accept these differences. Simmel felt that the 

neamess and remoteness of the stranger lead to objectivity about certain issues 

surrounding them. He stated "as a group member, rather, he is near and far at the same 

time, as is characteristic of relations founded only on generally human commoimess" (p. 

407). Sometimes this neamess and remoteness can cause a sense of commonness, not for 

the larger society, but within the group. It leads to the formation of group identity, but 

that is not acceptable for the dominant group members of society that they live in. There 

are stressors and tensions that always impair the dominant group from understanding the 

society of strangers. The stranger is an entity that exists within a society, yet is not 

recognized in positive ways unless they benefit the powerful. 

This next question examined the acceptance or lack of acceptance of African 

Americans by society. Everyone in my sample agreed that society has not fully accepted 

African Americans. Alex's response resembles many of the other respondents who 

answered this question. He replied: 

Blacks cannot have fiill citizenship. They are kept at a distance through 
laws, stereotypes, misunderstandings, tempers and fear. 
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However, some felt it was due in part to African American's introversion from society, 

not only because of society. African Americans are kept separate from the rest of 

society, either because of their physical characteristics or because of the lack of 

interaction with the larger society. African Americans are still segregated from others. 

There is prejudice; some of it subtle and some covert. Furthermore, Afiican Americans 

are not accepted because of the economic situation that they are placed in. Some felt that 

African Americans would never be fully accepted. The respondents further believed that 

African Americans are estranged from society, through actions and the media. One 

respondent. Jewel, a 61-year-old woman, concluded that, "yes on T.V., white programs, 

few blacks.. .so we are the enemy of society because we are not invited. We are the 

strangers in a strange land." Jewel's statement is an illustration of how African 

Americans perceive society and the media's portrayal of them as strangers. Such 

portrayals of African Americans as the crook, sneak, or dmg dealer are apparent on a lot 

of television and media circuits as well as the non-acknowledgement of African 

Americans' presences in sitcoms and movies. Each type represents the negative 

stereotype of African Americans or how they are overlooked, thus estranging them and 

their contribution from society. 

Some of my respondents feh that the reason African Americans are not accepted 

by society is because of slavery and skin color. These circumstances prevent African 

Americans from participation as full citizens. 

I have taken the eleven characteristics and interviewed twenty-one African 

American men and women. However, I still questioned whether or not these 
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characteristics leave a sense that African Americans are strangers, using Georg Simmel's 

definition. As I was pondering 1 decided to ask my respondents candidly if they believe 

that African Americans are considered strangers in the United States. 

Twenty of my respondents felt that this characteristic or label is tme of African 

Americans. They are strangers. Each person considered the characteristics and even 

though there were different interpretations than in the original essay, most agreed that the 

term sfranger is appropriate. 

African Americans are strangers in the larger society as well as among 

themselves. They added that strangers are not only feared, but they are also cautious in 

their tmst of each other and society. Caution is consistent with Simmel's account of Jews 

and their host countries. They also felt that African Americans are strangers because of 

their non-acceptance by society. They have to leave because they are searching for 

acceptance and improvement regarding their situation. Again an idea that Sinunel noted 

regarding why strangers are potential wanderers. It is notable that ten of my respondents 

used the term stranger without prompting. One respondent feh that stranger was another 

tenn that could be used along with the terms hired hands, unwelcome guest or 

unproductive tenant. Therefore, they felt that this term is appropriate and is another label 

that is applicable to the African American experience. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study was to test the idea that the African American 

experience is comparable to Georg Simmel's concepts in "The Stranger." The eleven 

characteristics each detail some aspect of their experiences. The African American 

respondents supported every characteristic in the study. They are strangers of origin, 

very few are able to own land and homes, to improve their situation they become mobile 

and they are objective about decisions either by choice or by coercion. There are barriers 

between the society and themselves. There are tmst issues between them and the larger 

society, but they still overhear or are informed of important decisions. African Americans 

disproportionately occupy lower class occupations. They are viewed as the enemy from 

within and are considered a danger. Because of these perceptions of danger, unfair 

actions are taken against them. Because of the disparity in income, African Americans 

pay taxes but lose a greater percentage of their wages to them. Even though African 

Americans have been in the United States for over 400 years, they are still inhibited from 

full acceptance by society. The respondents felt that they could positively identify the 

Afiican American situation in America as being sttangers. The characteristics given to 

the stranger by Georg Simmel appear to explain the animosity among the Afiican 

Americans and European Americans. 

There was difficulty in establishing a questionnaire from an objective viewpoint. 

This is a first attempt in applying these eleven characteristics in a research instrument. 

Simmel's essay was a subjective treatise that did have its own research tool. The 
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questionnaire created can be altered for further research. First, the terminology used in 

the essay is different and conservative. Next, the group that this was essay was written 

about was early 20"' century European Jews. In addition, "The Stranger" originally was 

written in German and then translated into English a version. This may have lead to 

misunderstanding about certain meanings. 

The research techniques may also need to be changed. Interviewing a husband 

and wife together does influence their answers and should be avoided in the future. The 

interviews of two married couples may have biased results. Husbands and wives may 

influence one another's answers in an attempt to lessen possible conflict, and therefore, 

they may not be as forthcoming and detailed as possible. Initially in the interviews, the 

husbands and wives attempted to display independent perspectives. For one couple, they 

appeared to have independent viewpoints, while the other couple displayed similar views 

and answers. In one case, the interview with the wife had commenced before the husband 

arrived, thus this interview may not have had the same initial bias. 

In addition, the sample is limited. Since the snowball technique was used, the 

sample may not fully represent the population. Additionally, it was a small sample that 

only focused on a specific racial group living at a specific location. The interviewees all 

resided in a medium-sized west Texas city. If interviewed elsewhere there may be 

different responses, especially considering regional differences and population 

demographics. Another view about the essay from the perspective of other races, 

especially from the dominant group would have benefited the research. I hope that 

further exploration will be possible. 
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The importance of applying these characteristics of "The Stranger" to African 

Americans is to enhance the understanding of alienation. Alienation within the United 

States is present even though there should be acceptance of diversity. African Americans 

living in America are removed from complete interaction and acceptance. First, does 

alienation maintain an innate response to groups? There is no clear causation to 

esttangement-only effect. These eleven characteristics allow the dominant society as 

well as the subordinate society, African Americans; to acknowledge that there is more to 

estrangement, than just being estranged from others. There is some kind of explanation 

for fear and labeling. It is important to acknowledge that African Americans are 

alienated because they are continuously treated as strangers, based on Simmel's essay. 

Second, a comparative analysis of two different groups, during two different times, may 

be useful regarding causative factors. The assessment may include both Jews and 

African Americans to determine and whether or not there is a commonality among them. 

This is potentially informative. Finally, the assessment of African Americans has usually 

been negative and demeaning. Why? 1 wanted to explain possible reasons why this is 

tme. The stranger, someone that is deemed harmful and should be treated with caution, 

provides a possible explanation. Not much is known about that person; therefore, their 

reactions are not known. African Americans are considered harmful and there are 

negative views about them; therefore, they have to be strangers, because of the 

explanation given. 

Further research is needed in order to understand what more can be stated about 

strangeness. Reactions of the dominant group, other African Americans elsewhere, and 
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reactions of other minority groups would be beneficial. In addition, secondary analysis 

of the experiences of African Americans would be usefiil in demonstrating further 

comparison of the essay. Given that this is a first attempt at applying this concept to 

African Americans, further research may conclude with an intensive questionnaire that is 

applicable to other groups. 

Discriminatory tactics are historically documented by evidence such as the Black 

Codes, Jim Crow laws, "separate but equal" and the Plessy v. Ferguson edit case (1896). 

Their choice to assimilate (or not) must be examined in the context of being a stranger. 

Some choose to become remote from the society in which they live; yet, they live within 

that society and are visible. The visibility that is present in the society gives a sense of 

neamess. Society knows that African Americans are near, but there are few actions taken 

to associate with them. The choice is made by the dominant group to create a remoteness 

between themselves and the stranger, the African Americans. This demonstrates the 

sense of position and power for the dominant group. The subordinate group is the 

sfranger, thus they are seen as alien and strange and they are considered inferior. 

The mdeness of the Negroes' manners, the strangeness of their languages, 
the difficulty of communicating to them English notions of morality and 
proper behavior occasioned sporadic laws to regulate their conduct. (Noel, 
1968, p. 38) 

Although written more than three decades ago, this is a belief that is held by many in the 

dominant group. Americans (i.e., read whites) fear that African Americans will impinge 

on the rights and privileges of the dominant group to which they have a prior claim. 

Even though they know there are unfair, discriminatory and racists practices, there is 
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little effort or attempts made to assist their needs. The stmggle of being a sttanger, an 

African American stranger, continues to be the harsh reality of this culture and society. 

Are African Americans strangers? Yes they are. The evidence argues that they 

perceive treatment by whites as unusual and as strangers. Even though African 

Americans are American chizens, they are still treated with fear, ignorance, and 

avoidance. W.E.B. Du Bois wrote about the double consciousness of African Americans. 

They have to live in two worlds - black and white. The stranger in the terms of Georg 

Simmel is based upon the potential wanderer, someone who does not have ties to society. 

When given careful consideration, African Americans are potential wanderers not in just 

the physical sense but also in the psychological sense as well. They search for 

acceptance, they do not tmst easily because of the potentiality of mistmst and intolerance. 

Additionally, Du Bois mentions the "veil" and "double consciousness" that African 

Americans have to adapt to because of oppression. African Americans search for the 

elusive dream of belonging. Neither African nor tmly American, they try to both 

assimilate and amalgamate himself/herself into society. This creates a group that is both 

bicultural and adaptive. They remember their past when they sttive for equality for the 

future. African Americans are strangers in the same respect as Georg Sinunel's essay. 

With a contemporary interpretation and a creation of a survey relating these two 

situations, it is highly possible that we will find that Jews and African Americans are both 

estranged from the society but for different reasons. These two groups are just a sample 

of other minority groups in which this essay will be applicable. 
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APPENDDC A 

DEMOGRAPHICS OF SAMPLE 

Table I. 

Demographic Information 

Demographic Profile of Sample 

Age 
Median Age of Group 49 
Median Age of Men 57 
Median Age of Women 41 

Marital Status 
Single 62% 
Married 24%) 
Divorce 14% 

Education Attainment 
No High School Diploma 14% 
High School 38% 
College or Technical Training 48% 

Note. All have been long-time residents of the city for either over 10 years or 
more. 

Sample size: n = 21 
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APPENDIX B 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION SHEET 

African Americans as Strangers 

Identification number: 

Time Interview Initiated: 

Time of Completed Interview: 

Date of Interview: 

Location of Interview: 

Race: Black/African American 

Age (or assumption/estimation): 

Sex: 

Occupation: 

Education Attairunent (number of years): 

Married/Family Status: 

Economic Status (estimate): 
OR (yearly income): 0-10,000 

10- 20,000 
20- 30,000 
30- 40,000 
40- 50,000 
50- 60,000 
60- 70,000 
70- 80,000 
80- 90,000 _ 
90- 100,000 
100,000 and over 
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APPENDIX C 

SURVEY SCHEDULE 

Estrangement at Home 

ID# 

Today, African Americans can look back on a period of significant stmggle and 
achievement. Even today, there is still debate as to where that achievement has brought 
the African American Community. 1 would like to discuss with you, your feels 
conceming African Americans interacting within contemporary American society. 

Strangers of Origin (African Americans weakness because of their diverse, unknown 
historical background) 

1. Do you believe that having a strong historical identity is beneficial to 
acceptance? 
Yes. Do you believe that African Americans have a strong historical identity? 
No. Do you believe that African Americans have a strong historical identity? 
Do they lack a sense of history? Because they lack a strong identity, can it 
contribute to estrangement from society? 

"No Owner of Soil" (Hindered from ownership whether from choice or not) 
2. Are there situations that African Americans are still hindered from owning homes 
and land? 

Yes. Then how does this compare to the past? 
No. Do you see this change as recent? 

Potential Wanderers (Wandering because they are forced to leave or gain any ties to the 
neighborhood or community) 

3. People have reasons for moving. Are there more motivations for African 
Americans to move away than for other groups? 

Yes. Are these motivations or reasons more positive than negative or are they 
more negative than positive? 
No. Please explain. 

Objectivity (Objective because of a lack of a subjective sense of being part of society 
and inhibited from making important decisions) 

4. Do you feel that African Americans are left out from making major decisions that 
would affect themselves and their communhy? 

Yes. Please explain. 
No. Please explain. 

Can African Americans be more objective of society and other groups' 
situations because of their own situation? 

Freedom From Habit. Piety, and Precedent (No ties or obligations because of objectivity) 

5. Do you think that there are barriers between African Americans and the larger 

society? 
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Yes. Is it due to the actions of the society or of the African Americans? 
No. Is it possible for African Americans to have more freedom from society and 
from forming ties than for other groups? 

The Confessional (Able to leam about society through their observances and 
submissiveness interaction with society) 

6. Do you feel that there are tmst issues between African Americans and the larger 
society? 

Yes. How would you describe these issues? 
No. Do you see African Americans as confidantes of information? In other 
words, are people more than likely to tell African Americans things because of 
their distance from the overall society? 

Traders and Middlemen (Certain occupations and expectations that are met by African 
Americans, their importance is devalued) 

7. Is it possible that certain occupations and achievements attained by African 
Americans are diminished in prestige? 

Yes. What are traditional African Americans occupations? 
No. Are these occupations prestigious, mediocre or lowly? 

Irmer Enemies (Laws and circumstances that treats African Americans as enemies and/or 
dangerous) 

8. Do you see actions taken against African Americans as the same for other groups 
of people? 

Yes. Please explain. 
Are African Americans seen as enemies? 

No. Please explain. 
Dangerous Possibilities (Fear them and possible repercussions so need to get rid of the 
possibilities) 

9. Do you feel that there have been and presently are actions taken to conttol, 
absorb (assimilate) and/or remove African Americans? 

Yes, Is it in your opinion because of fear from the larger society? 
No, Is there a possibility that African American are feared or misimderstood in 
general? 

Fixed Tax (Expenses and charges that only African Americans have to pay) 
10. As a group do African Americans suffer more disparity because a greater 
percentage of their income is given in taxes than any other group? 

Yes. Please explain. 
No. Please explain. 

Neamess and Remoteness (Based upon living in this society they are interacting with, but 
are removed from tmly becoming Americans) 

11 Even though African Americans have lived in America over three centuries are 
they still obstmcted from fiill acceptance by society? 

Yes. Please explain. 
No. Please explain. 

OPINION: In your opinion are African Americans are treated or perceived as strangers? 
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