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well-placed witnesses to major events in the development of Northern California, the West, and 
the nation. Oral History is a method of collecting historical information through tape-recorded 
interviews between a narrator with firsthand knowledge of historically significant events and a 
well-informed interviewer, with the goal of preserving substantive additions to the historical 
record. The tape recording is transcribed, lightly edited for continuity and clarity, and reviewed 
by the interviewee. The corrected manuscript is bound with photographs and illustrative 
materials and placed in The Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley, and in 
other research collections for scholarly use. Because it is primary material, oral history is not 
intended to present the final, verified, or complete narrative of events. It is a spoken account, 
offered by the interviewee in response to questioning, and as such it is reflective, partisan, deeply 
involved, and irreplaceable. 
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The manuscript is thereby made available for research purposes. All literary rights 
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Interview History, Troy Duster  

Emeritus Professor of Sociology and Chancellor’s Professor Troy Duster was interviewed as part of the 
African American Faculty and Senior Staff Oral History Project series. This series of interviews explores 
the experiences of African American faculty and senior staff at UC Berkeley as part of the broader history 
of the University of California and its commitment to access and diversity.  
 
Professor Duster came to Berkeley in 1967 from UC Riverside, just on the heels of Berkeley’s Free 
Speech Movement and in advance of the Third World Strike. At Berkeley, Duster played a central role in 
leading curricular innovation and in building structures to promote and sustain diversity among faculty 
and students on campus. He consulted closely with University and student leadership to work through 
major political struggles on campus, including the Third World Strike and the development of the 
American Cultures requirement, of which he was a Director. He served as Director of the Institute for the 
Study of Social Change and principal investigator for Berkeley’s Diversity Project. Professor Duster’s 
research and writing ranges across the sociology of law, deviance, knowledge, inequality, race, science, 
and education, and is bound by the common thread of interrogating the normative frames that create and 
organize taxonomies of information and power. Duster’s contributions to the area of biogenetic research 
are critical in shaping scientific inquiry around race, ethnicity, and genetics. 
 
Professor Duster brings to this oral history both his very human lived experiences combined with his 
analytic frame as a sociologist and scholar. In this interview Duster situates his own life and trajectory, 
and that of his generation, against a backdrop of social transformation that reaches from the pre-Civil 
Rights era to our present moment as we entertain the notion of a post racial society. This interview reveals 
his acute clarity about the anatomy of structural inequality and institutional discrimination, what these are 
made of and how they function, and the potential for strategic interventions. Professor Duster fought hard 
and creatively to increase access for minorities and women at UC Berkeley. Significant themes of this 
oral history are: a perspective on the University of California’s institutional history from the vantage point 
of someone who worked for change from within the administration, a perspective on how and why 
affirmative action policies and programs were built and dismantled, gender and racial discrimination and 
academic culture, and curricular transformation catalyzed by the social movements of the 1960’s. 
 
I prepared for this interview by consulting several of Professor Duster’s close friends and colleagues, 
reading his writing, and reviewing academic records such as his bio-bibliography and documents 
associated with the Third World Strike. The fourteen sessions that comprise this interview took place over 
the course of a year, from August of 2002 through August of 2003. Professor Duster was jointly 
interviewed by myself and Professor Richard Cándida Smith, Director of the Regional Oral History 
Office, except interviews nine, ten, and eleven where I was sole interviewer. Professor Duster graciously 
hosted us in his Berkeley home where all interviews took place. All interviews were recorded on 
minidisc. Interviews four, nine, and eleven were also recorded in digital video. The interview was 
transcribed and audited and then reviewed by Professor Duster. Significant edits and additions are 
denoted in brackets. Professor Duster chose to seal portions of this interview until January 1, 2038, when 
the interview will become available in its entirety. 
 
The African American Faculty and Senior Staff Oral History Project series is grounded in the premise 
that higher education is one of the primary strategies for gaining social equality—access to employment 
and income—for historically disadvantaged communities. Moreover, the University, comprised of its 
students and faculty and administration, with all of its intellectual and financial resources operates as a 
critical touchstone in processes of systemic social change. Therefore the university functions not simply 
as an educational institution, but also as a significant site of past, present, and future potential for 
imagining and crafting opportunity for ethnic and racial groups formerly excluded from higher education. 
This project recognizes that the University of California, as California’s premier public educational 
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institution, plays a significant role in the socio-economic mobility of all of California’s residents. The 
story that we hope will emerge from this project is a story of California—it’s people and one of its most 
important public institutions.  
 
This interview was conducted under the auspices of the Regional Oral History Office. The Regional Oral 
History Office was established in 1954 to augment through recorded oral memoirs the Library’s materials 
on the history of California and the West. Copies of all interviews are available for research use in the 
Bancroft Library and in the UCLA Department of Special Collections. This interview was completed 
under the direction of Richard Cándida Smith and Martin Meeker at the Regional Oral History Office, 
and under the administrative direction of Elaine C. Tennant, James D. Hart Director of the Bancroft 
Library, University of California, Berkeley. 
 
 

Nadine Wilmot, Editor/Interviewer 
       Regional Oral History Office 
       Berkeley, California  
       July 2012 
 



1 

 

Interview 1: August 29, 2002 
 
[Begin Audio File 1] 
 
Wilmot: Just to begin, it’s kind of our first question, where and when were you born?  
 
Duster: I was born in Chicago, Illinois, on July 11, 1936. I was born in my home as opposed 

to at the hospital because that is what my family did in those days. They had a family 
doctor who came to the house—another century, house calls—and he was actually 
the friend of my father. His name was Troy Smith. Being the fifth of five children, I 
was finally named for the family doctor, so my name is Troy Smith Duster. 

Wilmot: Yes, I was wondering where your name came from. 

Duster: It came under duress, depending on who you talk to. My brothers and sisters all 
rejected the idea that they would be named Troy, but then the doctor said, “Look, I’m 
not going to deliver this kid unless you name him after me. There have been four 
before him, he’s the last one.” That’s the family joke, that I was named under duress 
because my earlier siblings are called Benjamin, Charles, Donald, and Alfreda. So 
where did Troy come from? Obviously there was something going on here—a friend 
of the family, the family doctor, Troy Smith. 

Wilmot: Can you tell me your parents’ names? 

Duster: Father’s name was Benjamin Cecil Duster. My mother was Alfreda Marguerita 
Barnett. She married and then took the name Alfreda Marguerita Duster. 

Wilmot: Where did your father’s family come from? 

Duster: Well, that is an interesting story. The family history on my father’s side is much more 
oblique and difficult. He was not a very talkative person; he didn’t talk a lot about his 
life and apparently people didn’t want to interview him, like you’re doing. We know 
something about the fact that his mother was from Terre Haute, Indiana. Folklore has 
it that she was one-half Indian, Cherokee, but we don’t know. His father came from 
Canada. Apparently that part of the family had gone to Canada to escape slavery 
during the period of slavery. My father was born, I think, in the 1890s, somewhere in 
there, in the United States. I think his family had come back after the Emancipation 
Proclamation. My father went to school in Indiana, Terre Haute, I think Indianapolis, 
Indiana State Normal. He met my mother’s brother in Chicago many years later, and 
that’s how he met my mother. 

Cándida Smith: What kind of work did he do? 

Duster: Not very much. [laughs] He was kind of a character, apparently a man of 
considerable personal strengths and quirks. He died when I was nine years old, so 
this is all family folklore. I don’t know much about him. Actually, I was eight when 
he left home, he went to the hospital when I was eight, and spent about six months 
there and he died in the hospital, so I have a very vague memory of him. My older 
brothers and my sister have a better memory. But in terms of work—how do I put 
this? He was one of those blacks who grew up in the era in which Republicanism was 
seen as progressive—the party of Lincoln, the party that freed the slaves. In the early 
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part of the century before F.D.R. comes to power in ’32, most blacks in the north 
were Republicans and they voted with the Republican party. Now, that changed 
in ’32, but my father was something like a Republican party operative. 

In Chicago they had these ward systems where you distribute goods and services 
based on ward committee position. Chicago is something like Tammany Hall, it was 
a very elaborate system. My father had one of these kinds of positions where he was 
involved with Republican party politics, but he certainly was not—again, he was, 
quote, “educated.” He had, actually, a degree from a state college. They called them 
state normals in those days. They now call them teacher’s colleges, but in those days 
they called them “state normals.” You were prepared with this degree to teach either 
a high school or perhaps even a junior college, but he never did; he simply took his 
degree and withdrew.  

The Depression hit and I think that also affected him a lot. He had a kind of 
personalistic ideology about not accepting welfare and not accepting government 
stuff, and so I think he chose to not work. But it was not only his choice, it was the 
Great Depression. When he did work he took jobs, like a handyman. He could do 
electrical work or plumbing or carpentry or brick laying; he did all those kinds of 
jobs. So he chose to not do the educational task for which he was trained but he went 
into these other kinds of jobs. Now I think, in the last years before he died, he had a 
job as a bureaucrat, as a function of his role as a political party operative in the 
Republican party. He was an assistant to somebody in the state attorney’s office. 
Again, he was not a lawyer; he simply had this kind of job which could be described 
as political patronage. 

Cándida Smith: It sounds like your family was standing apart from the mainstream of the black 
community, after ’32, ’36. And also because Chicago is so heavily Democratic, to be 
a Republican operative is— 

Duster: Back in that period it wasn’t as overwhelming as it is now. There was still this tug of 
war in the war period between ’36 and ’44. A lot of blacks were still Republican, 
especially the older blacks. My father, at this point, was obviously in his forties and 
fifties and so he was not the new generation, which then moved over and began 
voting Democratic. I’ve seen some figures and the real shift, in terms of Democratic 
Party politics and blacks, doesn’t really shift until about ’48, when it is 
overwhelmingly Democratic party. It shifts in ’32 but it gets overwhelming by ’48. 
He died in ’45. He was bringing up the rear end of that, but it wasn’t like the current 
period where you have to search around to find a black Republican, in the nineties. 

Wilmot: I’m wondering, if you didn’t learn about all this from your father about your father’s 
family, how did you learn about it? 

Duster: Just family tales, family folklore. 

Wilmot: I’m also wondering if your father kind of worked intermittently, what did that mean 
for your family? 

Duster: We lived in near or about poverty for a long time. 
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Cándida Smith: What part of Chicago did you grow up in? 

Duster: The Near South Side, 32nd and Prairie was where I was born, which is, if you know 
the axis in Chicago, it’s thirty-two blocks directly south from Madison and four 
blocks east from State Street. It’s a grid system so you know exactly—32nd and 
Prairie—I can place myself. 

Cándida Smith: What kind of neighborhood was it? 

Duster: Poor, tough. I’d say working class, but unemployment was pretty endemic, and so a 
good part of the population was not employed, or they were employed in household 
day work, you know. A lot of the women would take the bus to the South Shore area 
where there were white people who would employ them as day workers. It was 
definitely a working class environment. 

Wilmot: I’m wondering also what was it like, what was the physicality of your community in 
terms of the buildings and the environment? 

Duster: Yeah. This was the period before the highrises. I grew up in the period before they 
built the Robert—what are they called? The homes there on State Street? After World 
War II, there was urban renewal and the destruction of the actual place where I was 
born. They simply leveled that whole area and began to build these highrises, vertical 
urban slums. But in the period that I was growing up, there were single-family 
dwellings and some apartment buildings, maybe as high as four stories at most, but 
mainly single-family dwellings and small-scale apartment buildings in that area, the 
Near South Side. 

Wilmot: You mentioned that you had four siblings? 

Duster: Yes. You want to hear their names? What do you want me to do here? 

Wilmot: And you said their names. I wanted to hear their names and who they are. 

Duster: Benjamin was born in 1927, first born. He became an attorney and he’s still alive, 
he’s around. 

Cándida Smith: Still back in Chicago? 

Duster: Yes, in real estate. He married and had five kids. My second brother is Charles. He 
became an architect, mainly with the big companies, Skidmore Owings and Merrill, 
but he later on branched off and had a small business on the side on his own. He was 
mainly an architect who believed he would break free from the organizational 
apparatus and never did. He was born in 1929. He died about ten or eleven years ago. 
He had a brain tumor. He died when he was about sixty or sixty-one, somewhere in 
there.  

My third brother is Donald and he was born in 1932. He had a more checkered 
career. He became something like a bureaucrat. Well, no, his training was in 
mathematics at the University of Illinois. All three brothers went to the University of 
Illinois, by the way. The first two brothers all took their degree at Illinois. My oldest 
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brother later went to law school at DePaul University and after that took a master’s in 
business administration from Chicago. Charles went to the University of Illinois and 
became both an engineer and an architect, both trainings. 

Donald, in some ways, has the more complicated career because he spent maybe the 
first fifteen to twenty years at Commonwealth Edison as a middle level executive, 
and then later on as a more senior executive. Then he went into state government and 
became a member of the cabinet of Governor [James Robert] Thompson. He became 
the only—this, is relevant to my earlier conversation—the only black and the only 
Democrat in a Republican administration. This was back in the seventies and so, even 
in the seventies it was hard to find a black Republican. When Thompson looked 
around to find a black, he had to find a Democrat, which was my brother Donald. He 
was the head of business and financial development for the state of Illinois for the 
first Thompson administration. 

My sister Alfreda Marguerita, therefore named after my mother, broke away and 
went to the University of Michigan, didn’t want to go where her three brothers had 
gone, wanted to be independent. She was the more rebellious member of the family, 
you know, mother-daughter stuff somewhere in there. [laughs] The only one who 
smoked, she doesn’t any more but she did. All this stuff can come out in other forms, 
but in terms of her career, she met and married a man named Gene Ferrell, who was 
an architect and took his training at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. They 
moved to Los Angeles and he went into the military, in the air force, and located in 
Guam for a few years. They had three kids. My sister became a special education 
administrator in the Los Angeles school system.  

Cándida Smith: That’s a sort of remarkable story of what could be called upward mobility, in the 
sense that all five kids from a working class family go to college and develop 
professional careers. 

Duster: Yes, but you are talking to a sociologist and so, as you can imagine, that story is only 
half of the truth. The other half of the truth is that we were not working class. We 
were working class in neighborhood, in appearance, in material circumstance, but the 
part you haven’t heard yet is that I come from my mother’s side as well as my 
father’s side, and that’s the history of privilege, not working class. 

Cándida Smith: Well, then we should go there. 

Duster: That is the tension in my childhood, which we can now get to. When my mother met 
my father, there was tension in the family because my mother, the daughter of the 
side of the family which sent her to the University of Chicago, one of four blacks in 
the 1920s—therefore you can see right away what’s going on in terms of class 
positions. When she met my father through her brother there was real tension, 
because of the—I don’t know how many other blacks there were there who might 
have been candidates, but there couldn’t have been more than a dozen. Because if 
you’re thinking about the University of Chicago in 1922, ’23, who were the eligible 
black males? [chuckles] There weren’t very many with the class position that I think 
my grandmother saw as a possibility. 
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When they got together I know there was real trouble, though it’s not part of family 
lore to go into the details. I do know that my mother’s brother broke with her over 
this situation, and didn’t speak to her for about twenty-five years, even though this 
was his best friend. Benjamin Duster was the best friend of my Uncle Herman—so 
there was something going on in there that I have yet to fathom. Could it be this male 
stuff where men feel like, “This is my sister and don’t touch my sister,” and 
apparently that did happen and—I don’t know, but it was a real issue. So that was 
one part of tension. 

The other part is, I think, class. I think there’s some class tension in here because my 
father was not employed in a position that, I think my grandmother in particular, but 
also my grandfather, would have felt was that which could provide their daughter 
with the living standard that they thought she should become accustomed to, and 
which she had grown up with. And in some cosmic sense they were right, because we 
lived in poverty for over twenty years. So there was a fall—it wasn’t working class—
it was a fall from grace. 

My grandfather and my grandmother were aristocrats in every sense of the word, of 
the Chicago black elite. My grandfather on my mother’s side was Ferdinand Barnett, 
who was editor and publisher of the first black newspaper in Chicago, The 
Conservator. He was also an attorney. He took his law degree at what was to become 
the Northwestern University law school back in the 1880s, I believe, so he comes 
from privilege. He was also a man of considerable stature, and wealth and power. He 
had real estate in Chicago. Yes, he comes from privilege. He met and married my 
grandmother, who had become in her own right, a public figure. Well, I have to back 
up a little bit. You know the part of the story I’m going to tell you? Do you know 
anything about this? 

Wilmot: Yes. 

Duster: You do. Okay. My grandmother had been run out of the South. She had been at a 
newspaper in Memphis, Tennessee. She was run out of the South because she had 
been an outspoken critic of lynching. Let’s see, how to do this crisply? This is not 
about her, it’s about me, isn’t it? [laughs]  

Anyway, my grandmother is Ida B. Wells. By the time she was in her late twenties 
and early thirties, she had a reputation for being very vigorously opposed to lynching. 
She wrote some very critical essays and editorials, and they burned her press down. 
When she was out of town, they burned it down, and they threatened to lynch her as 
well, if she ever returned to the South. She never did. That’s not true, forty years 
went by, she was in exile. She was exiled to New York and then Chicago.  

Shortly she meets my grandfather, Ferdinand Barnett. He had two kids from a 
previous marriage; he was a widower. He met and married Ida B. Wells. She and he 
had four children. The fourth and last of their marriage was Alfreda, my mother. So 
my mother is born into privilege, not into poverty, into, not middle class position, but 
into privilege. Because the tension I was describing when I said working class—no, 
working class partly in the sense that I grew up in an environment that was intensely 
working class, impoverished, unemployment, all that kind of stuff. Stuff, which we’ll 
get into later.  
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But there were two environments. There was the home, which was a world apart 
from the streets. My childhood is a navigational tightrope between the streets and the 
home, between the school and the schoolyard. I had to live, like all my family, but, I 
think, more in my case, a kind of a bicultural, bilingual, code switching existence. 

Cándida Smith: Did you have contact with your grandparents? 

Duster: No. My mother was the last of six—two plus four, six—and I’m the last of five, so 
huge age differences. My grandmother died in 1931, five years before I was born. I 
never knew her, obviously. I know her only through my older brother who knew her 
only because he was four or five, but he has a vague memory of her, and therefore 
through my mother, my aunt and uncles, all the other stories. Now, there have been 
four or five biographical works on my grandmother’s life, including my mother’s 
autobiography, edited version, which became the basis of the resurgence of Ida B. 
Wells as a public figure.  

Wilmot: You mentioned navigating the schoolyard and the home. I’m wondering, did the five 
of you go to public schools? 

Duster: Yes, all went to public schools. We were impoverished, there was no money. We 
lived in a place that my grandfather just happened to hold on to after the Depression. 
He lost everything. He had wealth and property but he was a terrible manager of his 
own affairs. He became sick in the last decade of his life and people just took 
advantage of him and he didn’t care, you know, he was—that’s another story. 
Anyway, the point is that by the time the family—the Depression hits, there’s only 
one bit of property left. It’s on the Near South side, 32nd and Prairie. It’s a little shack 
that has three small bedrooms. My mother is able to get this place and that’s the only 
property that’s left, and there’s no employment. My mother is unemployed because 
she is raising five kids. She took odd jobs helping people with their tax forms. I 
remember this very distinctly from my childhood, where my mother is helping people 
who are otherwise illiterate, all the time. Doing mimeograph work. Mimeographing 
was a strategy, which was long before the Xerox machine, long before the new 
typewriters. You put stencil on and you do this mimeograph work. We would collate 
materials for the local preachers for their sermons. Anyway, all that stuff is going on. 
But, no, real poverty. 

Wilmot: So where did you go to school? 

Duster: All five of us went to the same grammar school and high school, Douglas Elementary 
School, only about three blocks away, and the high school was called Wendell 
Philips High School. Wendell Philips was about eight blocks away on 39th Street, 39th 
and Prairie, or seven blocks away. 

Cándida Smith: Were these integrated or segregated schools? 

Duster: Completely segregated. The only non-African American or black, or in those years, 
Negro, in my high school was Frank Wong. His family owned the restaurant on 
Cermak Road. Otherwise my high school of over 2,000 or 3,000 was all black. The 
Near South Side was completely black. There were shop owners who were white, but 
the residents were all black. 
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Wilmot: And your teachers, were they also black? 

Duster: No. In grammar school, I think about a third of the teachers were white. In high 
school, maybe down to about 20 percent, maybe in the last years 10 percent. So this 
was transition.  

Wilmot: Are there any in particular that stand out in your memory? 

Duster: Yes. In high school there was a fierce teacher—she was remarkable in that she was 
very slight of build, probably in her sixties by the time I knew her, but she had 
complete control of the classroom; silence when she walked in and people had great 
respect for her. I always found that fascinating because other parts of the school, 
there was some order—it wasn’t like chaos or Blackboard Jungle—but it didn’t have 
this kind of a feel to it. There was something about this woman’s character, or ability 
to produce this silence in the classroom, and she would have great authority. So I 
remember her rather distinctly. I’ve forgotten her name, but she was definitely a 
figure in my youth. 

But I don’t have a particular story about a teacher in high school or grammar who 
influenced me. I don’t have that story. That comes later in college. There’s no stand-
out in my memory of a figure that looms. Obviously my mother does, because that’s 
where a lot of the educational training came from. Homework was not something that 
was an option. And then you had more to do than homework, also work beyond 
homework. So we were trained both by the school and at home. 

Cándida Smith: What do you mean by the work beyond the homework? 

Duster: The irony, of course, is that I became a professor. But when I was a kid I was the 
only one of my siblings who didn’t read a lot. And my mother encouraged reading 
and rewarded it, affirmed it, got books for us and took us to the library. We all had 
library cards and we had these books that we were supposed to be reading, and all my 
siblings did. For some reason I didn’t take to the books so much. I was busily out 
playing basketball or baseball or football. I did what I needed to do, but I wasn’t the 
serious scholar that my older brothers were. I was often described by some school 
teachers as “headed for trouble” because I was the one Duster who was not the—I 
had good grades, don’t misunderstand me, I always had good grades, but they could 
tell that my heart wasn’t in it. My first commitment was not to schooling, I had other 
commitments. I was either running with the gangs or hanging out in the wrong spots. 
There was an image of me as someone who might turn towards difficulty. Now for 
me that was navigational. I was trying to make sure I wasn’t on the short end of gang 
troubles, because they were there. 

Cándida Smith: So the gangs were already in place? 

Duster: Yes, they were there. I navigated around it. I never had to join a gang, but I was with 
groups of guys who had to do this interstice between the gangs. 

Cándida Smith: How did you navigate that? What were the options open? 
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Duster: Oh, gee, tough. You had to walk this tightrope between getting in trouble with the 
law, doing things that were at the edge of illegal, you know, petty stuff, pilfering stuff 
out of Walgreens or—then showing your masculinity in silly ways—dare-devil stuff, 
jumping off fences, gates, these things. Just silly stuff, but you had to do it because 
that’s what you had to do. [chuckles] Boys will be boys. Then there were fights and 
you had to engage in these things, you had to show you could do these things. But it 
wasn’t life threatening. It wasn’t like drug wars today where there are drive-by 
shootings. You didn’t have that stuff. In hindsight it was benign, but it seemed tough, 
as you were going through it. [laughter] 

The tightrope is—I’ll tell you a story that sort of captures the tightrope. I think I may 
have mentioned this when we were talking before. I was a good enough student to be 
at the top of the class in mathematics and the stuff that they tell you about, spelling 
bees and that kind of thing. So they would have these tests all the time in the 
classroom and I was this top student. There were privileges that come from that, 
namely you would supposedly be, quote, “Captain,” which means if the teacher goes 
around to the library, you tell the boys at three o’clock, “All right, everybody line up 
and let’s go around to the library.” I did this all the time, though I was a code 
switcher, I could code switch. So when the teacher left the room she said, “Troy, at 
three o’clock, bring the people around to the library.” I would get up at five minutes 
to three and I would do my code switch. I would shift into what would be the 
equivalent now of, maybe gangster rap. There’s nothing equivalent but we had 
“signifying” is what it was called in those days, the precursor to rap. I wasn’t that 
good at it. I was good enough to pass and it was entertaining, and it was a way of 
navigating the tightrope, this code switch.  

So I was doing this and suddenly, in the doorway—I didn’t know this—the teacher 
appeared, and there was silence in the classroom. I turned and I saw her and she said, 
“Troy Duster, you are a disgrace to the Duster family. Go back to the back of the 
room.” [claps hands together once] I became a culture hero. All of the sudden my 
peers said, “Hey, one of the boys.” [laughs]  

In that little story, in that little vignette, there was a kind of insight. I mean, I’m sure I 
had it before but it was so dramatic for me that I was suddenly, for a lot of the people 
who I needed to get through to, to get home by, and so on, I was okay now. I was 
able to explain to my mother and to the family, and they accepted my account of 
what was going on. They all had to understand this too; they had gone through it. But 
I think by the time I was a kid, by the time I was going through it, things had gotten 
more difficult, that is, the gang stuff had gotten tougher by the time I was a kid, late 
forties, early fifties. All this stuff was coming more to a head. 

In my older brother’s day, there wasn’t all this stuff around gangs. By the time I was 
going through it, ten years later, there was more gangs. They understood what I was 
going through and so this account which I provided was acceptable, which meant that 
I could literally get away with code switching, because both sides understood. My 
family understood I could and should perhaps navigate in this way. Well, you know, 
I’m not a psychologist, but I think I understand that that may have played a role in 
my decision later on as to what I wanted to do with my life, and my understanding of 
social relationships and careers and trajectories. I think there’s something in there 
somewhere. 
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Wilmot: I’m glad you talked about code switching because I was going to ask you about that. 
It means something to me and it was good to hear about that. It’s interesting to hear 
also that there was this kind of backdrop of your family, like you were held to the 
standard of the Duster family. It’s really interesting to hear about that. 

Duster: Well, this is the qualification measure. I have three brothers and a sister, all who 
preceded me, right? Three of the five of us were valedictorians of our high school 
and the other two were what are called salutatorians, number two. By the time I came 
along—Benjamin and Charles are both valedictorians, number one, in terms of grade 
point average, and therefore entitled to and got college scholarships. We all did, by 
the way. Being number one and two in that school system meant you had a kind of a 
imprimatur, that the counselor would make sure that you got scholarships, and we all 
got scholarships to college. So that tells you, right? 

Wilmot: Yes. 

Duster: My sister and my third brother, Donald, were number two, and I was number one 
again, so that’s a strong tradition. And, when it appears as though I might not be in 
that tradition, all the more glee from those who would think, “Here comes the black 
sheep of the family.” So that was code switching. I was able to both navigate the 
school system and become valedictorian, and to work enough of the world of sports. I 
was always the “other” part of the sports team. I was always the manager of the 
school team, you know, the person who was the coordinative administrator, of 
basketball and baseball and—I was always out there. I would occasionally take 
practice but I never got on the team, while my third brother actually played basketball 
in high school, and was pretty good at it. Something about it kept me from going on 
to the team. I simply wanted to be in the orbit. 

Cándida Smith: What was your mother like as a disciplinarian, as a person who is head of the—single 
mother, head of a large family? 

Duster: Extraordinary, I mean, able to generate respect without being authoritarian. Always 
the clear focused message without your feeling like you always had to meet a 
standard or die. Even today I marvel at her capacity to get each of the five of us, four 
of the five of us, all four boys, to have a tremendous respect for her and almost no 
resentment against what would otherwise would be regarded as a firm hand. The iron 
fist in the velvet glove? My mother put up with no nonsense. She would not take any 
talking back. You didn’t even consider it! You didn’t even consider it, you know, 
mouthing off. She would say things like, “If you don’t particularly like what I have to 
say, you can go out to the back yard and talk to the gate post about it, but you don’t 
talk to me about that.” Tough, authoritarian style. She would say things like, “And 
wipe that look off your face.” Not just that you do what she says, do it with a certain 
attitude, “You don’t have to smile, but you don’t get to walk around the house 
looking like that.” 

Rotational duties, dishwashing, ironing. Not so much cooking, but dishwashing, 
always had to do. Keeping the floors clean. Rotating all these household chores, and 
obviously male-female distinctions were irrelevant, because there were four boys and 
a girl. She used to say that, “That’s not important here. You get to do all these 
things.” 
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Cándida Smith: How did she support the family after your father died? 

Duster: She became a bureaucrat. She became a staff member in a community improvement 
organization. What do they call them these days? An NGO, a nongovernmental 
organization, a community-based organization that had funds from different sources, 
like foundations or matching funds from the government. And, I remember her title 
was something like, Delinquency Prevention Coordinator. It comes out of the 
Chicago tradition of Jane Addams, you know, Hull House. There was a guy named 
Golden B. Darby who was head of the [Southside Community Committee]. She 
became a staff member and then she sort of rose up to become number two in the 
organization. So she had a job that was not well paid but enough to get everybody by. 

Remember, we all had college scholarships, so when we left the home at age sixteen, 
which we all did, because we all got what were called “doubles.” Doubles were when 
you excel so much in school that they would skip a grade. We each had—almost 
axiomatically, we each would skip a grade twice. We could have done more of that 
but my mother said that was a mistake; she didn’t want us to get into college too 
early, but sixteen was enough time. So we all finished high school at age sixteen. I 
started college when I was seventeen. I think I was seventeen that summer. 

Wilmot: When your father died, did she inherit his affiliations, in terms of his political 
affiliations? 

Duster: She was remarkably apolitical in the sense of ideology. She didn’t take strong views 
on politics. I do remember her telling me once that she thought Adlai Stevenson, who 
had just become governor in ’48, was remarkable in that he had not exercised 
traditional party politics in getting rid of people who were on the other side. Because, 
up until that time, if you were one or the other, as soon as one came into power, you 
would erase the other side, much like, you know, Bush gets into power and he just 
knocks out all the Democrats, if he can. That was apparently routine in Chicago and 
Illinois up until Stevenson. So my mother was impressed by Stevenson even 
though—I think, she probably voted Democratic in the last part of her life. We didn’t 
talk very much about those kinds of things. I always found her, in the last part of her 
life, remarkably aloof from some of the political issues. In terms of party politics, she 
just never went there. 

Cándida Smith: What about given her parents’ race leader ideology, was that something imbued to 
you through the family as you were growing up? 

Duster: She was pretty strongly what is called now, a race person, although she was not 
imbued with a lot of racist ideology. She certainly thought people who had a strong 
view about improving the condition of blacks, that that was vital and important. So 
she kept that, but she didn’t keep the Republican ideology. She certainly never went 
over in that direction. 

Wilmot: How was that expressed in her activities and affiliations? 

Duster: [pauses] That’s a hard thing for me to give voice to, because my mother’s life starts 
off a pendulum swing and goes back. She starts off with her mother going to many 
social functions, she’s very public and out there with her mother. Then, when she 
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gets married, for the next, I’d say twelve to fifteen years, she swings over and 
becomes almost a completely private person. She’s not a public figure at all. And 
doesn’t seem to miss it, doesn’t seem to want to be a part of the public sphere at all. 
Then, a couple of things happen which change all that.  

Now remember, she’s trying to write the autobiography of her mother. It’s in scraps, 
it’s laying all over, it’s in drawers, and she’s putting it together. I think what 
happened—this is the short story, there is a much longer story. The short story is she 
is trying to get this thing published, The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells. It doesn’t 
happen. She goes to many, many publishers for over about ten years. She finally 
finds someone who publishes it, John Hope Franklin, University of Chicago. He 
takes over a new series and this is the first of this series in 1970. Then she becomes a 
public figure again, that is, for the last decade of her life. 

All that she kept saying while I was a kid, was that she had had enough of public life. 
She saw at her mother’s knee the tribulations, the difficulties, the quixotic character 
of public life. People were often denigrating her mother, who didn’t know her 
mother, but who would simply say things that were just vicious and mean spirited, 
and wrong about her mother. She vowed in some way never to pursue that path 
because she saw its down side.  

Then when she went into the work force when I was a teenager, she began to become 
more public. And then, when the book was published she became very public once 
again. She was involved in a lot of women’s groups, as her mother had been, and 
started many of these women’s groups. There’s more of the story but that’s the quick 
version. She became much more the public figure after about a twenty or thirty year 
hiatus, and then she did it with great vigor and probably is to be credited with the 
resurgence of interest in Ida B. Wells. 

Wilmot: And did that also correspond with the five of you being off at college? 

Duster: Yes, of course. 

Cándida Smith: So as you are growing up things are very much family oriented, domestic? 

Duster: That’s right, almost completely. Now there is one part of the story that is funny. 
Remember my mother and her brother had trouble, remember that story? 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: Part of the story, at least as I heard it in the early years, was that her brother—her 
brother was an attorney and she did not like the fact that he—this is her version of the 
story, I never heard his version—he would apparently use the fact that he was Ida B. 
Wells’ son to increase his visibility and his business. My mother deeply disliked and 
resented that. So, when all five of us were growing up we would hear these stories—
I’ll have to back up. There was a housing project in Chicago named for my 
grandmother, Ida B. Wells Housing Project, and in the period I was growing up it 
was the place to live. It was small, single-family dwellings or duplexes of, maybe two 
stories high, well kept up public housing, gardens. It was a model of public housing. 
Over the years it has deteriorated. It’s become a terrible place to live. But back in the 
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forties and fifties it was the Ida B. Wells Project, that’s what you really wanted to get 
into. It was only about ten blocks from where I lived. 

Well, my mother told us early on, “Don’t you ever try to take credit for Ida B. 
Wells.” She would say things like, “What happened before you were born, you have 
no right taking credit for. Your grandmother’s work is her work; take no credit for it. 
I want to never hear you say, ‘That’s my grandmother.’” She didn’t go that far, but it 
was certainly imprinted with us. People still to this day say to me, “Why didn’t you 
tell me that your grandmother is Ida B. Wells?” It’s like it’s not part of my radar 
screen. I grew up with this idea that you don’t do that. 

Wilmot: Why do you think that was so important to your mom for herself? 

Duster: I don’t know. I’m guessing, I think she recoiled at the idea that one takes credit for 
somebody else’s work. I don’t know why, maybe personality style. It wasn’t much 
political. It was a personal thing, but it was pretty deep. 

Wilmot: When did it become part of your radar screen? 

Duster: After the public notoriety. Once PBS taped—once Bill Greaves did the—this is an 
hour documentary and I made a cameo appearance. I was on for about twenty 
seconds. Then people who see that tape and it says my name, and it says “Grandson 
of Ida B. Wells,” then what happened was that people would say to me, “Hey, I saw 
this tape.” People who were friends of mine from graduate school or from 
professional life would say, “Why didn’t you tell me?” So part of the radar screen 
was that people then start to lay on you, well, maybe you’re hiding or you didn’t tell 
them for a reason, what were your reasons for not disclosing, and I have to tell the 
story all over again. [laughs]  

Wilmot: So you kind of talked about your relationship with the public meaning of Ida B. 
Wells to others and to yourself. When did you begin to have a personal meaning for 
her? I know that she passed before you were born. 

Duster: I think the answer is—. I don’t know, it’s like, you know, we’re social animals. By 
that I mean, Ida B. Wells becomes a significant figure, in part, because other people 
make her significant and then impose it upon me. It wasn’t as though, in my 
household or my ordinary life, I’m thinking about my grandmother and what she 
meant to me. As I grew up, that was not a part of my radar screen. Then, because 
other people regarded her as such an important figure, it is becoming increasingly 
clear to me that then they lay on me some notion of, “Oh, you must be doing what 
you’re doing because it’s your trajectory from your childhood and from your 
grandmother.” So it’s that kind of interplay between the social and the personal, as 
opposed to me thinking, “I’m the grandson of Ida B. Wells. I’ve got to think in terms 
of investigative reporting and narrative, and justice issues.” 

I’ve often said, if my last name had been Wells and people made the connection, it 
would have been hell during the sixties. People would have said, “Why aren’t you 
dead or in prison? If you are the grandson of Ida B. Wells?” Imagine the legacy of 
someone like W.E.B. Du Bois’ kid or Martin Luther King’s kid: “What’s wrong with 
you? Why aren’t you much further out there?” Well instead, having the last name 
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Duster, I was completely freed of that, and so anything I did was seen as, “That’s not 
bad.” [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: As a sociologist, do you see some kind of trajectory that’s propelling you forward out 
of this Barnett and Wells background? 

Duster: I think only in my later years. I’m describing this, at least phenomenologically, for 
me it wasn’t that I was propelled in my college years or into even the first part of my 
professional career. It’s after the publication of the book, it’s after the stamp is 
issued, it’s after the PBS broadcast that it comes in back through the side door: “Oh, I 
see who you are,” and I say, “Is that who I am? The grandson of Ida B. Wells?” Later 
on, as you’ll hear in some subsequent discussions about this, the family has decided 
to play a role in rescuing the legacy. We put together an Ida B. Wells Memorial 
Foundation about twelve years ago, and we now have some resources. We have an 
anonymous donation of a substantial amount of money and I’m the head of it; I’m the 
president of the foundation. And so, we will give out an award beginning this year to 
someone who works in the tradition of Ida B. Wells—creative, investigative 
reporting in behalf of social justice issues and African Americans. 

On November 1 there will be this big award ceremony. We’ll give the bust of Ida B. 
Wells and a check for $5,000 to the awardee, and that will happen every year or two. 
Since I’m playing this role, you can see the connection. I’m therefore much more 
cognizant than I was twenty years ago about this trajectory. Now, there’s the 
foundation, I’m the head of it, there’s money, I’ve got to think about tradition, who 
should get the award and why, who should be on the advisory committee. So all those 
things are a feature of my consciousness now that were not even, oh, I’d say twenty-
five years ago. 

Cándida Smith: What about in the fifties? I’m thinking of the Trumbull Park events in Chicago, 
which were around ’54, or something like that. You were about eighteen at that time, 
probably at Northwestern already. The efforts to integrate housing and so forth. 
What’s happening in your household and with you vis-à-vis the civil rights and 
justice struggles? 

Duster: Well, we haven’t gotten to this transition but maybe it’s a good time to talk about it 
now, segue into this conversation.  

Remember, I leave high school, I’m sixteen. It’s an all black scene. I go across town 
to Northwestern University. I’m one of seven black kids on a campus of 7,500. So, 
talk about a little bit of shifting of one’s cognitive apparatus. I mean, it’s true, I’m 
agile because of my childhood capacity to move in different worlds, but I’m not 
prepared for that level of shift, that quickly, in a world in which race is such a 
powerful issue. So, I’ve got an education very quickly. I get to Northwestern, you 
know, I’m a kid! From Chicago’s South Side! And suddenly, I’m thrust into a scene 
in which—well, let’s see, how to tell this story—I’m one of two blacks who is not 
there on athletic scholarship. The other one is a guy named Sid Thompson, who is on 
a career as a pre-med student. And he and I are quickly put into the same room so 
we’re roommates. We’re the only two blacks at Northwestern not on a sports team. 
And everyone assumes because we are young and black that we are playing football 
[laughs] or basketball. Okay. 
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And Northwestern is just typical of this period. Namely, it’s segregated. You know, 
you can’t go across town to the barbershop or to the bowling alley, or to the 
anything! You mention Trumbull Park, the beaches are clearly segregated. You can’t 
go to the next beach from Chicago’s South Side. So, you don’t even consider those 
things. That’s forbidden, you just know that, it’s part of just growing up. You know 
that Cicero is trouble, you know that if you go over there that you’re going to get 
beaten up or worse. So the whole world is a world of racially conscious territory. It’s 
the kind of terrain that’s in your head. And you know all along, “That bowling alley 
is for white people. That bowling alley is for black people. That barbershop…” and 
so on. You just don’t even go there.  

Now, ’50 to ’54 there is the beginnings of some rumbling. But it’s not very great. It’s 
just that there are some issues about beaches being integrated and trouble. There’s 
some rioting stuff going on when people try to move into houses. Percy Julian tries to 
move into a housing area in this period around Chicago and there’s a big riot.  

And how is it affecting the household? By this time remember, everybody’s gone. 
My oldest brother is in the Army, he’s in Germany. Second brother is in the Army, 
he’s in France. My third brother is at the university and he’s about finished, and my 
sister’s away at Michigan, so the household is now nobody. I’m gone, I’m at 
Northwestern. There’s no household to have a conversation with, it’s just this thing is 
starting to happen in the society. 

Here’s an image for you, a memory. May 17, ’54, I’m standing in the cafeteria line at 
Northwestern and someone says to me, a white person, “Hey, this is a big day for 
you, isn’t it?” I say, “What do you mean?” “The Supreme Court just ruled that 
segregation is illegal and integration is the law of the land.” I’ve often told that story 
but with a different context. What the story was, was it’s a big day for me but it 
wasn’t a big day for the nation or for white people. It was a big day for me because 
now things had changed for black people. 

Forty years later, I’m sitting in my office at Berkeley and I’m asked to come to 
Kansas City, Missouri. To do what? To head up a study of the fact that the Kansas 
City school system is still under federal jurisdiction, because they have yet to 
integrate the schools. So I do this study—another part of the story—it’s a huge issue 
in American society, obviously forty years later, ’54 to’94. Two years later, ’96, I’m 
sitting in my office in Berkeley and I get a memo, on November—whenever it is—
the day after the election of Prop. 209. It’s from [Richard T.] Atkinson, the president, 
and it says—in my role as Director of the Institute [for the Study of Social Change]—
it says, “Just to inform everyone, we are now in total compliance with 209.” 
Affirmative action is effectively over and it’s twenty-four hours later. What’s the 
bearing of this? 

Shift back to May of ’54. I’m a kid, I’m seventeen, and the notion of this momentous 
event, the Supreme Court decision, is going to change everything. With all deliberate 
speed, of course, because that’s the key phrase that’s going to be the rock of 
resistance in the South, that’s going to generate the Civil Rights Movement, it’s 
going to produce all kinds of stuff, right! This is big stuff. But at age seventeen you 
figure, “Why is this person telling me it’s big for me?” Well, it turns out that here we 
are, forty, fifty years later, and segregation in the nation is still a powerful feature of 
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everybody’s consciousness, and yet this affirmative action stuff has this feature to it, 
has this immediacy to it. We are going to, click [snaps fingers] and suddenly 
Atkinson says it’s all over. I‘ve been in department meetings or on committees in 
which people would say to me, “No, no, you can’t say anything about race in terms 
of personnel and student admissions, because 209 is passed and it’s all a thing of the 
past.”  

So when it came to the second reconstruction, you know, what happened in the last 
period when blacks began to achieve certain things, and then the rollback was 209 
anti-affirmative-action stuff. The immediacy of the response has caught my 
attention—the flip side of this 1954 notion that things are going to change. It took 
them forty years and they still haven’t changed, but it took them twenty-four hours at 
UC Berkeley and it changed.  

Russ Ellis tells a story when he was vice chancellor in 1996, when this happened. He 
tells a story about how he would see memos from department chairs coming in the 
next week, crossing out “Affirmative Action Employer” and it would say, “It’s about 
time we ended this nonsense,” just a week after 209 passes. 

Well, that’s an anecdote, but it has to do with what it’s like to be watching from the 
point of view of a seventeen-year-old the Civil Rights Movement emerge and erupt 
over this issue of the end of segregation. And I watch it clearly for the next twenty to 
thirty years, all the struggles around white citizen councils and the movement for 
change, ’64 Freedom Party fighting for seating with the Mississippi delegation, and 
so on. All that struggle, and then to watch the fierce immediacy of the rollback here, 
caught my attention. [chuckles] Anyway, it’s not the question you asked me, but it’s 
the question I’ve chosen to answer.  

It’s the immediacy of that moment—being a kid in an all white scene at age 
seventeen, and having everything I did scrutinized as a black, as a Negro, every move 
I made. I can’t really exaggerate how much of that was a feature of this early 
transformation in my life. To have gone from an all black scene to a scene where 
suddenly everybody I met was saying to me things like, “Gee, you’re different.” 
Where the highest compliment I could be paid was that I spoke the language as if I 
were not black. I could code switch, I could speak English without that kind of thing 
which—. One white student once said to me, “You know, if you were in the next 
room I wouldn’t know you were black.” Intended as a compliment! 

Wilmot: I want to back up a little bit and just ask you, before we get into your college years, I 
want to ask you how you made the decision to go to Northwestern, and what 
applying to schools was like. 

Duster: Well, here’s where the Ida B. Wells thing comes in, in retrospect. People have said to 
me—you know what, my first degree is in journalism—so people have said to me, 
“Wasn’t that part of your consciousness, decision making? Wasn’t it that you thought 
you were going to go in this direction?” No, I figured journalism was going to be a 
great thing because I could either have access to columns, write columns about sports 
to—I wasn’t interested in the politics of this. I wasn’t saying, “Crusade for justice.” I 
was thinking about, “Well, I’m a pretty good writer.” I had been in my high school, 
as I think all of my brothers and sister had been, editor of the high school newspaper, 
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and I was a pretty good writer so I figured, “Okay, I can do this.” My other brothers 
did very different things, as you heard. They were either in architecture or law, 
engineering or mathematics. So, I didn’t want to go down that road, something 
different, so I went into journalism. 

Northwestern was one of the best schools in the country in journalism. It still is one 
of the four or five major schools—Columbia, Missouri, Northwestern, two or three 
others. When I talked to the counselor at my high school he said, “If that’s what you 
want to do, apply to Northwestern and we can get you a scholarship,” and that’s what 
happened. I think I applied to some other places but Northwestern seemed like the 
right school, given its journalistic excellence, so that’s what happened. 

Wilmot: Did you consider going to an all black school, at that time? 

Duster: No, no, because the issue was career, it wasn’t—I think journalism was, at that time, 
at the top of my list of things I wanted to do. I was thinking of Columbia, I think, or 
Missouri, but I think I was told, given the situation, that those two places, Missouri in 
particular, maybe I’d be better off just staying around Chicago and going to 
Northwestern. This was the counselors talking to me. But no, I had not considered—. 

Wilmot: How did your trajectory and expectations compare to others in your high school? 

Duster: Remarkably different. My graduating class was about 225 students and I think of 
those, about thirty or forty of us went on to college. And I think of those, maybe only 
three or four went on to what are now called Tier I research universities. Most went 
to what was called at that time Chicago Teacher’s College, which was near on the 
South Side, and they were in training to become teachers. So that was the major 
career path for that small percentage who went on to college. They were going to 
CTC, not to a university, so I was one of only, at most, three or four students. I think, 
again, same tradition, some of the students who went on to major universities were 
on athletic scholarships. 

Wilmot: I have one last question. I just wanted to back up one last time to ask you about your 
mother. In raising a family of five children by herself, what were her support 
networks? 

Duster: First of all, her sister lived with us. Her sister had a disability. It’s not clear the full 
nature of the disability. Now they have all the diagnostic tests. They would say 
something like, “Combination of dyslexia” or—who knows what it was. She had 
problems with sustained employment; she never held a job for more than a few 
months. So at a certain point, my mother just took over the responsibility and decided 
that she would live with her. My aunt therefore lived with us all during our early 
years, just lived in the same house. It was my mother’s sister living with us, her name 
was Ida by the way, and—so my consciousness is of these two women in the house. 
When my mother went to work, the support network was that my aunt was there all 
the time. 

Now, it was also a world in which there was a neighborhood. My mother was 
remarkably gregarious. She had friends from every walk of life. She had friends from 
all over the city and they were always around. My uncle, one of my uncles, Uncle 
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Aked, Aked Barnett, named for the abolitionist Charles Aked, was around a lot. 
When my father died he was around. He had a car and he would come by the house. 
He was the only member of the family with a car, by the way. That was exciting 
when he came by with the car. [laughs] 

Wilmot: What kind of car was it? 

Duster: Oh, it was a 1932 Plymouth, something like that. 

Cándida Smith: Was he a professional? 

Duster: No. He was very much like my father in that he was someone who didn’t like 
institutions and organizations, and didn’t like work situations. He would freelance, he 
would do certain things. He was a printer, but odd jobs. He would take a job for six 
months and then he would just leave that job; he never had sustained employment. 
Now my other uncle—well there were several—but the other uncle that is relevant 
here is Albert. Albert was clearly in the tradition of my grandmother. His name was 
Albert Barnett, and he was a figure at the Chicago Defender, which is Chicago’s 
black newspaper. He was around part of the time. So there was a familial structure of 
support in there, with uncles and aunt, and neighborhood. My mother was well 
known. All the teachers in the school, all of them knew my mother. She was head of 
the PTA, head of community this, head of this, head of that; she was a figure in the 
community. 

Cándida Smith: What about your religious upbringing? 

Duster: The first ten to twelve years, we were all occasionally going to what’s called Sunday 
school. It was Sunday school light; there was nothing heavy about it. It was social, it 
was ritual, it was what you did on Sunday, maybe two times a month, never every 
Sunday, but you would go to Sunday school. Now, once age twelve, it became once a 
month or optional, or you would want to go to church if you felt like it. My mother 
would occasionally go but she never said we should come with her; she would make 
that voluntary. In some ways she was secular in her views about the church. She 
would say things like, “You need to go to church to stay in touch with what’s 
happening in the world,” in the world of, you know, black people and where the 
leadership was and so on. But she never emphasized the church as the source of 
spiritual guidance. 

Cándida Smith: Which denomination did you—? 

Duster: African Methodist Episcopal, AME, Hartford Methodist Church, where we belonged. 
But again, nothing resembling, “You should follow the teachings of preacher X, Y or 
Z.” She was quite clear about what she thought about these matters; she thought the 
church was often wrong or it was often peopled by very small-minded people, you 
know, envy and jealousies. She didn’t have much respect for some of the preachers, 
of the clergy, what do they call them? The ministry, I guess, is what they call them. 
But she also had some good feelings about some of them, so it wasn’t as though she 
was categorically opposed because she went to church, but she never made that a 
strong feature of our upbringing. She did provide a lot of moral instruction, by the 
way. I mean, my mother was not—she never winced from giving moral guidance. 
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[laughs] She was full of that, but she just never said that we had to do it through the 
church. 

Cándida Smith: Moral guidance drawn from the Bible or common sense? 

Duster: Common sense, common sense, yes. Or maybe some, I don’t know—my mother was 
educated in philosophy so she took some of it—I guess it would now be called 
secular humanism—it wasn’t just common sense from the people, it was moral 
imperatives about what you did and did not do. She would always tell us, “You do 
the right thing independent of whether or not it has some good outcome for you.” 
There was a strong notion that doing right was independently important, now that 
wasn’t common sense. There was a moral imperative, which was independent of the 
notion that it had a feedback loop into your life. 

Cándida Smith: Were there books at home as you were growing up? 

Duster: All the time. At the library. We didn’t have money to buy books, but it was assumed 
and therefore part of the tradition that books were always around. You would come 
back from the library with four or five books a week, others would be bringing them 
in the house, and I would be asked to read some of them. As I told you, I read some 
of them, but kicking and screaming. [chuckles] 

Cándida Smith: What about what kind of music did you like? What kind of music did you grow up 
listening to in the household and what did you like personally? 

Duster: The radio. And the radio was our lives, you know, not so much music but pop 
culture. You would listen to CBS or NBC. You would listen to “Burns and Allen,” 
and then, of course, “Tin Pan Alley” and “Hit Parade.” That was the music, you 
turned on the radio. Now it wasn’t until a little later that you had to get into the zone 
called “the black stations,” which, I think, by the early fifties, became a feature of life 
in Chicago. But when I was a kid it was just “Top Ten with Snookie Lansen,” or 
whatever the hell his name was, you know. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: Some of that includes swing and big band jazz. 

Duster: That’s true, but that doesn’t come until later. My interest in music doesn’t really start 
until my third brother comes home from college and starts playing classical music. 
That starts much later. 

Cándida Smith: And jazz and blues are just sort of a later horizon? 

Duster: That’s all later. 

Wilmot: Can I just go back to this question, what you mentioned about moral imperative and 
your mother? How did she define the sphere of obligation? To whom were you 
obligated? 

Duster: Oh, gee. She would say things like, “When you enter someone’s life, enter someone’s 
house, you want to leave it in a little better order than when you came,” and she 
meant it both metaphorically and literally. So it was always about service, always 
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about doing something in behalf of someone else, not in behalf of yourself. And the 
idea was that in the big picture, some cosmic notion, this was the right thing to do, 
although you shouldn’t count it. This is important. I’m not sure why, but it’s 
important because it has to do with, I think, her view of her mother. I think if I put 
this all together now, in some ways, but you’re asking me forcibly to think in these 
terms. 

You remember I said about my mother that she was very much challenged by, and 
disliked the fact, that her mother was sometimes unfairly criticized? But she would 
always tell us not to let that deter you. It deterred her, by the way, it deterred her from 
being a public figure, by her own account. But she would say things like, “No matter 
what you do, people are going to criticize you. You do virtuous things completely on 
behalf of the people, the community, and you’re going to be accused of being in it for 
your own ego. No matter what you do, people are going to be your detractors. You 
can’t let that impede your action. You have to do the right thing.” And the right thing 
was always, again, improving people’s lives. So there was this strong notion all the 
time in our lives that you just didn’t do anything for yourself. You did it in behalf of 
something else that maybe showed you to be a more virtuous person, but that wasn’t 
the point. 

Cándida Smith: This may be a hard question, but I’m just wondering how you dressed as a teenager 
in college, how you wore your hair? 

Duster: [laughs] Oh, yeah. Well, you know, the conk was in for a certain part of the black 
community; the conk is where you put a hot iron to your hair and straighten it. When 
women did it, it wasn’t called a conk, it was simply called straightening your hair. 
When men did it, it was a statement, it had a real class feature to it. So anybody who 
conked their hair was somebody who was not in the orbit of anybody in my mother’s 
world. She just didn’t think that that was anything one should be doing. The conk 
look actually was kind of a pimp look, kind of a heavy greased straight hair. That was 
the one thing which you just didn’t do, you didn’t even have that as an idea, it wasn’t 
part of the kind of cognitive map you were dealing with. Hair didn’t mean that much 
for men except for the conk, so you could have your hair short or a little bit long. 
There was a place where you could part your hair; that was kind of bourgeois, it 
seemed, or kind of straight. But hair didn’t take on its real meaning until, I think, the 
Civil Rights Movement. It didn’t have this, you know, you are hip or you’re not, until 
the Afro starts to come on. Actually, I have a doctoral student who wrote a doctoral 
thesis on hair in the black community, Maxine [Leeds] Craig. It’s called “Ain’t I a 
Beauty Queen.” It’s an interesting story about this whole thing that happens with hair 
and the black community. 

In terms of my own experience of it, hair, except for the conk, hair is not a feature of 
identity or self-identity or blackness. It’s just your hair. Blackness is an issue here in 
that it’s a negative thing, up until the sixties. I recall a lot of discussion, a lot of stuff 
going on, where “signifying” is all about telling somebody how black they are, and 
it’s not positive. So you say—you get into these dozens things or signifying, talk 
about somebody’s mother as being black. It wasn’t therefore black and the beauty 
queen, but it was black and negative. Or someone’s lips being too large and it was 
black and negative. Or someone’s hair being too kinky, and kinky hair was a 
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negative. So what’s called good hair, and that meant you could take a comb and 
comb through and it was called good hair, and kinky hair was bad hair. 

So blackness—here’s where the sixties did make a difference for black people—until 
then, kinky hair, flat nose, thick lips, were all associated with negativity. And in the 
dozens, you would play upon that. You would say, you know, “Your lips are as big 
as the battleships,” and that was all bap! in your face and negative. Or “You so black 
that when—” [makes musical sounds to finish sentence]—that was all negative. And 
“Your hair is so kinky that they couldn’t get—,” and so on. All of it was playing on 
the negativity of blackness, and kinky hair was at the center of it. 

Cándida Smith: What about the clothes you wore? 

Duster: Again, I think that the pimp imagery was then the strongly negative one. Certain 
kinds of clothing were associated with certain kinds of males, and you just didn’t go 
there. It wasn’t even something you would think about doing. It was like “They’re 
doing what and wearing those kinds of clothes?” that kind of thing. So as a kid you 
didn’t—it was a whole lot more what you didn’t do than “Here’s the way you are 
supposed to dress to be a decent citizen.” One thing does come up here and that is 
what you do when you’re on stage, when you’re getting an award or when you are in 
a public situation, and there my mother was clear that you had to dress appropriately. 
But going to school and ordinary dress, you could wear anything you liked, within 
these wide limits. But once you were on the public stage, then you had to put on a tie 
and a white shirt. 

Wilmot: So once you got into the world and you were in college, how did you start to dress? 

Duster: Just like everybody else. I mean, I was part of the peer culture and I learned quickly 
that it was okay to wear these clothes and not those clothes. Jeans were never part of 
my repertoire, I just never did that. 

Cándida Smith: Was Northwestern a preppy school? 

Duster: Yes, it was preppy, very much so. 

Cándida Smith: I had actually a follow-up question on the reading that is, as you were growing up, is 
like Dunbar or Langston Hughes or Arna Bontemps, all part of your— 

Duster: Yes. My sister used to recite Paul Lawrence Dunbar. I did a little but it was mainly 
her, what she would do for public presentation. Occasionally there would be 
something in school or church. I remember reading Langston Hughes, again, known 
to all of us, but it wasn’t as powerful a memory as Dunbar. Dunbar was much more 
the figure for my family than Langston Hughes. 

Wilmot: Do you remember having any favorites? 

Duster: Favorites? Favorite poems or favorite poets? 

Wilmot: Favorite books, poets, authors. 
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Duster: From my childhood? I don’t have strong memories of great literature saying, “Now 
there’s somebody that I really want to go and pursue.” I told you, I wasn’t the 
intellectual. 

Cándida Smith: I’m trying to get a sense of the horizon that’s surrounding you, whether your 
glomming on to something in particular, not as—. What about Du Bois, did his name 
signify in the household? 

Duster: Oh, yes. You may know this history, but Du Bois was on the side, at least in the big 
picture, of my grandmother, and so he was pretty much one of the good guys. And 
Booker T. [Washington] was on the other side. So yes, that was very much a feature 
of my consciousness as I’m growing up—the good guys and the bad guys. Booker T. 
Washington is seen as someone who was not just an accommodationist, my mother’s 
attack on Booker T. was not at that level. It was at the level of the monomaniacal 
control over the movement, that he did not want—he did not brook encounters, he 
did not brook dissent, he’s authoritarian. And so, the idea that Du Bois and—well 
you know the other figures in the movement that were under attack—he just tried to 
undercut them at every point. I do remember that history from my youth. But if you 
are asking me the question, have I read W. E. B. Du Bois, I knew who he was. I was 
not the precocious intellectual, I wasn’t doing much reading when I was sixteen, 
seventeen, God knows at twelve or thirteen. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: I wonder if we should call it a wrap for today? Tomorrow we can plunge into 
Northwestern and see how far we get. 

Duster: Those stories are, in some ways, more interesting because they are more immediately 
features of my cognitive and political and emotional life. The stuff from childhood is 
kind of vague, I remember some of it but— 

Cándida Smith: It wasn’t too vague. 

Duster: —the stuff from Northwestern is much more vivid. 

[End Audio File 1]
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Interview 2: August 30, 2002 

[Begin Audio File 2] 

Wilmot: Troy Duster, August 30, interview two. Let’s begin. 

Duster: Well, if you pick up the story line, I was in a high school that was all black except for 
one, remember? 

Wilmot: Yes. 

Duster: And then I moved to Northwestern, where I was one of only about seven or eight 
black students on a campus of about 7,500. These days you would call that culture 
shock, in the short space of three months you move from such a dramatically 
different ethnic racial composition. What I remember, from the first year or so, was 
my continual education and amazement, sometimes confusion, over the ways in 
which a population that I thought was simply white people were talking about 
themselves, sort of, my education of the internal differentiation of whiteness. For 
example, I had several students that come to me and say, in effect, “You and I are in 
this together.” I didn’t know what that meant, “Maybe tell me what—?” “I’m 
Jewish,” they would say, “I’m Jewish, and so we have this common struggle.” I, of 
course, knew that there were Jewish people in the world—I wasn’t unaware of that—
but I was certainly taken aback by the extent to which there was a sense of 
camaraderie or common purpose. I just saw the world in terms of my high school—a 
black and white world. You didn’t think about the subtleties, whether you were 
Jewish or not and what that meant in terms of coalition politics. 

I mean, I learned later, of course, how much that was a feature of, obviously, the 
early Civil Rights Movement, but this is 1953, 1954. I guess my first impression was, 
“Oh, the world is much more complicated,” in part because people were signing up. 
They were saying, “We are your friends,” and then they would tell me the stories of 
other people who were “not my friends,” who were saying things which were 
indicating they were racist, and the internal stuff between Italians and Irish and, you 
know, the WASPs. 

There was a place on campus called The Hut, and The Hut was where the marginals 
hung out. Those were the people who were, I would say, probably pre-Beatnik—
poets, people interested in an alternative, marginalized existence, gays. There were 
not any Asians or Latinos at the time, it was simply blacks. But it was clear that The 
Hut was where people gathered to the alternative lifestyle. They would then talk 
about the WASPs as the extreme form. WASPs were, you know, White Anglo Saxon 
Protestants, [a term] I had never heard until I got to Northwestern. So this was an 
education about all this stuff, and, of course, there was a real stratification system. It 
was a WASP sorority—at the apex, at the top—these three or four high status white 
WASPy fraternities and sororities, and they all met and dated each other. Then there 
were the middle and there were the bottom feeders. 

Well, there was—I don’t know, there’s too much detail here, but the point is, I began 
to see how my Jewish friends were seeing the world because they were, at a place 
like Northwestern, in what would be called the lower status fraternities and sororities. 
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The WASPs weren’t dating them; Jews had their own fraternities and sororities, and 
they were always feeling like, ‘Well, could they go and date somebody among the 
others, as in dating out?’ All this occupied a lot of their consciousness. And I sort of 
gravitated over toward the crowd at The Hut, the more marginalized ones, the, maybe 
self-conscious intellectuals, the poets. I mean, these are undergraduates, we’re not 
talking about anything more than kind of the surface feature of consciousness here. 
We’re not talking about real poets, we’re talking about the self-conception that they 
were not part of that fraternity or sorority crowd. 

Cándida Smith: Were you living on campus? 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: In the dorms? 

Duster: Yes, dorms. The first year, I think I told you, I lived with Sydney Thompson, who 
was the other black person on campus, the other black male who was not on an 
athletic scholarship. And then, I think the second or third year, I moved out, and then 
my last year I moved in with these two persons you talked to, Richard Getrost and 
Jack Doyle. We, of course, were independents. Those were the categories, you were 
either fraternity or independent. We took a lot of pride in being independents. Indeed, 
in my last year, I was elected to what was called the Student Governing Board, and 
this is the title I had: the Senior Independent Representative. There was a fraternity 
person who was a senior, and he was on the counsel. He was sort of the right-wing 
person, and I was a senior independent. I’m not sure whether—well, this is worth 
telling the story about. 

There was a fraternity on campus that had pledged an Asian—actually, I could get 
the data for you. It’s a fascinating story because this fraternity was one of these 
middle-status fraternities, and there was an Asian student named Sherman Wu. The 
national chapter was furious and they threatened the local fraternity with expulsion, if 
they pledged this Asian student. We’re not talking about blacks now, we’re not 
talking about Latinos, we’re talking about an Asian in 1956, somewhere in there. It 
became a big campus uproar, it got into all the newspapers. Pete Seeger, the folk 
singer, actually wrote a song called “The Ballad of Sherman Wu.” It’s a point in 
history, and it’s in the newspapers. 

At the time, I was on the student governing board in those years, and so this became 
something where consciousness was raised and people began talking about these 
concerns, about censuring the fraternity. To what extent the racism—it wasn’t called 
that then—but racial bigotry was an essential feature of the infrastructure of the 
whole system, when the local couldn’t act independently of the national. When they 
wanted to do the right thing, but they had to de-pledge this Asian student because of 
his race, and then they chose to go along with the national. It was a big uproar on 
campus, and I was probably one of the more visible figures talking about these 
matters. 

Wilmot: It’s really surprising to me that social designations like fraternity affiliation versus 
independent are actually formalized. 
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Duster: They were formalized in the student governing structure. 

Wilmot: Troy, am I correct in thinking that your father and your brother were both Alphas? 
[members of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc.] Is that incorrect? 

Duster: My second brother, Charles, joined a fraternity at the University of Illinois. The name 
of it I don’t remember. I was such an independent—I suppose in some ways, 
ideologically I still am—but that was just not even part of my cognitive makeup. I 
didn’t even think about joining a fraternity. And by the way, like the rest, there were 
not many black people, so—at the University of Illinois you had a critical mass of 
maybe twenty or thirty blacks, but at Northwestern, like I told you, there were no 
more than seven or eight at any one time. So demography plays a role here in even 
the possibility of a fraternity in this period. My brothers Ben and Charles were part of 
the fraternity system, and of course it was a black fraternity, because that’s all there 
was. Blacks didn’t join white fraternities in that period, just no possibility. But my 
third brother, Donald, was fiercely independent in the same way. He didn’t like the 
whole fraternity system, black or white. 

Wilmot: So there was no black Greek life at Northwestern at that time. 

Duster: No. No. There may have been affiliations in the area. After all there was DePaul 
University, which was nearby. Chicago never would have had a fraternity system, the 
University of Chicago wouldn’t have had that, I’m almost positive. There might have 
been at Loyola or other places, black fraternities that you could be an affiliate of, but 
not on the campus, just insufficient numbers. 

Wilmot: I think in my conversations with, again, one of your college friends, he mentioned 
that you were involved in—there was a whole debate around showing people’s 
pictures in the admissions, in the application. Does that ring a bell? 

Duster: Yes. This is historically pretty funny because if you go back to what I said about 
Republicans and my father, it was an earlier period and it sounds like, “What? Black 
Republicans? What is this?” Well, in ’53, ’54, to put your picture on an application, 
to show that you were either white or black—those were the two big categories—was 
seen as evidence prima facie, that the administration was using race to exclude. You 
have to get the context. You only had four or five or six black students on the campus 
of this size, and this was routine, by the way. This was true for every Ivy League 
school; every major institution in the country had these kinds of figures, at most one, 
two, three percent of minority. So a picture on the application, given the low numbers 
of blacks who were admitted, seemed to be evidence that the admissions office was 
using this as an exclusionary practice. Now ironically, fifty years later, we’re talking 
about using race, after the Supreme Court decision with [Regents of the University of 
California vs.] Bakke, as an inclusionary policy. So, my position in 1954 was “Let’s 
get the pictures off and let’s talk about the competence levels of the students.”  

By the early eighties, when affirmative action becomes a reality, the issues have 
shifted. And now, because of the, well, the politics of this, which we may get into, 
many people begin to take the view that race, à la the Bakke decision, was one of the 
important features. But notice the difference in the framing: inclusion not exclusion. 
This difference between the two concepts has always been elusive, it seems to me, 
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has always been a source of a lot of political and intellectual confusion. When you 
use a category—let’s take the Jewish quota system in medical schools—when you 
use the category of Jewish to exclude, you say, “We are only going to have a quota 
for Jews up to 12 percent,” which was a very typical figure in that period. You are 
using the category to say how many we will not let in, no more over this quota. So in 
general, Jewish intellectuals took the view that quotas were a bad thing, because it 
was about exclusion. 

But if you invert it and you say, “Well, we’re going to use something of a category to 
include people. We only had one percent or two percent black; now we’re going to 
use the category of race to incorporate, include, engage, bring in.” That’s a different 
political framing and connotation than “Are we going to exclude people based upon 
their race or ethnicity?” Now, there are those who of course argue the zero-sum 
game, but that’s a different issue, the zero-sum issue is a different issue than using a 
category for inclusion or exclusion.  

Getting back to your question. Yes, I was involved in the admission’s racial 
exclusion presumption in that early period. I was involved in saying that the 
admissions office should not be using race as an exclusionary practice and the photo 
became an emblematic feature, became a representation of the possibility that they 
were using race to exclude. 

Wilmot: What was your involvement like? What did that mean? 

Duster: I don’t remember exactly, but I know that I was involved with debates with members 
of fraternities. There were public debates. They were in the newspapers, I’m sure, the 
local school newspaper. I was one of the very few black people on campus, and so I 
was quite visible. Whenever I would speak about these matters, you know, I was in 
the newspapers. I was also politically engaged. That is, I was either on councils or 
boards or ad hoc groups, talking about these issues. 

Cándida Smith: What were the structures with which you moved from being an anonymous student to 
an activist on this issue? How did your voice get heard? 

Duster: I was saying a little bit earlier that being one of only a very few black students on 
campus, when I did speak out on an issue, it became a source of maybe a public 
debate so there would be actual debates between me and a member of a fraternity 
council. 

Cándida Smith: When you were on the council?  

Duster: Even earlier, but certainly by the time I was a senior. I became elected because I had 
become visible. But the visibility came earlier when on these issues there were—I’m 
trying to think whether or not there was a campus organization of CORE. I mean the 
Congress of Racial Equality had begun, certainly, in the early fifties, in that area, but 
I don’t recall if there was a chapter at Northwestern. But there was certainly in the air 
the notion that we were now into a zone of change, and that fraternities should not be 
using race to exclude people; that was part of a public debate. That going to a 
restaurant on the other side of town where it was clear that you were not going to be 
welcomed if you were black, that that was an issue for people. As I said earlier, 
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barbershops were not integrated. There were all kinds of remnants of this earlier 
period of apartheid in Evanston, Illinois. So, there were surely informal groups which 
gathered, ad hoc groups. And I became, just being a black person who was talking 
about these issues, I became quite visible. By the time I was in my junior year I was 
known to enough people so that they asked me if I’d run for the council, and I won at 
the end of my junior year. Then I became much more public and visible by the time I 
was on the council. 

Cándida Smith: This, I assume, is a whole set of different relations than the ones you were developing 
at The Hut. 

Duster: That’s right, although there is a relationship, because part of the marginalized 
existence of those at The Hut was a critique of all of this. So I began, possibly, 
hearing or reading books about what was going on in other parts of the world that 
you didn’t get in your classroom. You heard about the Beat poets or whatever from 
this group, and they had their own version of what was going on in America. So there 
was a connection between marginalization and critique and my growing 
consciousness about racial injustice and what one should and should not do about it. 
This is early on, I’m eighteen or nineteen here, I’m not formed. [smiles] 

Wilmot: I’m interested in the relationship between being one of very few black students on 
campus and feeling comfortable enough to speak up. 

Duster: This will come up again, like when I got into graduate school, but I actually think 
there was a real advantage because I didn’t feel like—. Later on black students will 
say things like they were feeling so isolated, so lonely, so unsupported. I felt like I 
had no choice but to navigate out into the world and befriend and be engaged with 
this group at The Hut, who were almost all whites, to engage fraternity boys in 
debates. So I didn’t see that I needed a support structure, I just figured that’s how you 
had to navigate in the world. So later on I was sort of surprised—not later on, twenty 
years later—when I began hearing the echoes of the arguments about the Black 
Power movement and critical mass. It had a different ring for me. Because when I 
was an undergraduate, it was just me and my buddies against the world of wrong-
doers, and my buddies were white. My friends were white, they were not—there 
were a few blacks, but mainly the blacks on campus were in other things, they were 
athletes or musicians. It’s literally the case that the women on campus were in the 
music school and the men were athletes and so, my position was relatively, in that 
situation, politically “out there.”  

Cándida Smith: This makes me think of [Robert E.] Park’s famous essay on “The Marginal Man” and 
the creativity that comes with occupying that position. 

Duster: Yes. Well, I certainly found some resonation with that idea, later. I mean, I didn’t 
read Park until I was a graduate student. Yeah, there’s this idea that being on the 
margins of these groups, both of the black world—by this time I was no longer a 
code switcher. I could do it but as I think I indicated earlier, being on top of it, being 
hip, [snaps fingers to illustrate] being au courant with street stuff is difficult because 
it changes every few months. You miss the slang and you’re a relic. So, I could code 
switch in the first three or four years, but by the time I was three or four years out of 
the black community, my slang was dated and so was I. So I learned to not try to go 
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there, which I think increases the marginalization. Even though you grew up in that 
world, if you can’t stay with it and people start to think, “Well, now you’ve gone up 
to Evanston, and now you’re not one of us anymore,” that marginal experience gets 
much more—it’s more of a feature of your own consciousness. Even if you don’t 
think it’s true, you understand you better not act as if you think it’s not true. You had 
to act, now—because a linguistic slip means that you’re faking it. So I learned just 
not to go there. I didn’t try any more to do this dual life. 

Wilmot: Was there a formal—I’m just returning to this idea, the six or seven black students on 
campus—was there any kind of formal entity or organization? 

Duster: No. We all knew each other. We all had our strong views about who one should and 
should not spend time with. You know, seven people, it’s like a little dysfunctional 
family where you either had strong allies or didn’t so—no, there was no 
organizational apparatus. 

Cándida Smith: So what classes are you taking? 

Duster: Well, I’m an undergraduate in journalism, and so almost all of my classes are either 
in journalism or liberal arts. I’m somewhat experimental in this period. I took a 
marvelous course in phonetics and linguistics, and learned a lot about language. I 
remember one particular moment where the professor of phonetics is explaining to 
people different linguistic and phonetical issues around regions of the country, and 
then talks about Chicago. In a very authoritative voice, she says to the class, 
“Chicago, of course, has the broad A. “I’m going back to the bank.” [Troy illustrates 
phonetics of broad A] So I raise my hand and say, “That’s true for the Rogers Park 
area; this is true for the North Side, but for the South Side it’s ‘Back to the bank’.” 
[says without the broad A] “I’m from Chicago and I don’t say, ‘Back to the bank’.” 
[says with broad A] She was furious. I mean, I was challenging her authority. And 
she sort of read me the riot act. She says, “I’m not talking about—” I think she said 
something like either “The South Side,” or “Regional, marginal,” whatever term she 
used. What she meant was, “I’m not talking about you people; I’m talking about 
Chicago.” That also hit, you know, it’s like whoa! [laughs] And this is pre-
consciousness of the sixties. I do remember that conversation where she said to me, 
in effect, “I’m talking about Chicago, the broad accent, ‘Back to the bank’, and what 
you’re saying, that’s not important.” Chicago’s Near South Side was about, at that 
time even, a quarter of the population of the city. Anyway, so I was taking phonetics 
courses as well as liberal arts. 

Wilmot: We touched on this a little bit last time, but why journalism? 

Duster: I don’t really know. I sort of backed into it. I didn’t have a passion; I simply knew 
that I could write, and I was pretty good at it. The idea of someday writing a column, 
or being paid to go out to just look at the world and write about it, seemed pretty 
attractive, but it was not a calling. I didn’t feel, “Someday I’m going to go and do 
this.” It was something I thought I might want to do. Now there comes a day in which 
I simply leave the field, and I’m not sure whether you heard this from my two 
colleagues but the first two years I was what was called “News Editorial,” which 
means print media. This is what you did in journalism in this period unless you were 
specializing in radio and television. I remember in my third year, I decided to give 
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this a try, I’d go into the radio part of it and do some work. I took a few courses in the 
radio part and learned very quickly that I did not have the talent, I guess it’s called, to 
be the person who reads the news. There are two worlds: you either are in the back 
room writing the copy or you’re in the front on radio, and the two don’t often meet. 
You know, everybody wants to be a star, back stage, front stage, so I took my turn 
and spent some time on WNUR Radio as the newscaster. I would hear my broadcast 
and I was mortified by how I sounded, I sounded terrible. So I just picked that up and 
decided no to that. So that was the end of that career.  

Next, I remember in my senior year with these two colleagues, we were all 
journalism students—no, Jack was journalism, I think Buzz was in—doesn’t matter, 
we were all taking this course in journalism. There had been a terrible accident in 
Chicago. The elevated train, you know, the subway, comes up and at a certain point 
this elevated train either went off the track or smashed into something, and several 
people were seriously injured—I think there may even have been a couple of 
deaths—and the motorman was pinned into his cabin, pinned in such a way that the 
metal went into his thigh so they could not get him out with ordinary methods, 
because heat conducts in metal. So they had to get special equipment. 

In the interim period, between the time the crash occurred and when they got the 
equipment out to get him out, the news media arrived—CBS, ABC and NBC all 
arrived. The NBC reporter chose to not interview. He chose to not go in because he 
thought the guy was suffering and maybe dying and the others were in there saying, 
“How does it feel?” and “What happened?” So, the NBC reporter chose to not go in 
there.  

The professor in our class was, his name was Fred Whiting, and Fred was at NBC, 
either the managing editor or he was big in NBC news in Chicago. And he was the 
professor of my class. It was not unusual in journalism to have someone who was 
both practitioner and a professor. He came into class the next day and he told us what 
happened. Then he said, “It was a terrible mistake on the part of the NBC reporter not 
to get this story.” This was going to be for us a moral lesson, what we should be 
doing as journalists. So the three of us, my two roommates, Richard Getrost and Jack 
Doyle and I, all, in a class of forty, objected. There may have been another voice or 
two, but the three of us—by this time maybe we had become like a cabal or a club or 
something [laughs]—and so we all said, “No, wait a minute. There are other issues 
here besides getting the news.” And we argued a kind of moral position about what 
you could and should think about besides getting the news, which only made Fred 
Whiting angry. He began to say things like, “Well, you have to make up your mind 
about what you want to be when you grow up. Are you going to be like a skilled 
surgeon who goes in and does the cut, or are you going to be squeamish when you 
see a little blood?” We said, “No, no. That’s the wrong analogy, that’s the wrong 
metaphor. These surgeons are cutting in behalf of, possibly, hopefully, improving 
someone’s condition. This person was obviously in great need of assistance and care 
and maybe this intense interview—” Then he blew up and he said, “If that’s the way 
you feel, get out of the profession, just get out of the profession!” 

If there’s any one point—you know, most of us have plenty of points that we don’t 
even know about that happen to us in ways which are rather vague—but which act as 
a turning point. Because all three of us looked at each other and we talked about that 
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that next period and it was like, “Well, maybe.” And all three of us left, all three of us 
did different things with our lives. We just got out of journalism. 

Now I told that story to Ray [Raymond] Mack and to others who were in my orbit 
because, to answer your question, I was taking a lot of sociology classes, and I was 
doing quite well. By this time I had gotten to be pretty good as a student, I was 
getting all A’s in these courses and I was on the Dean’s list. Ray Mack heard this 
story and he said, “Well, maybe you ought to leave journalism and come into 
sociology.” “What’s that? What would it mean to come into sociology?” I mean, I 
didn’t know anything about a graduate career and what it would mean to get a 
doctoral degree, a PhD. Again, I knew what it was, but I didn’t know what a career 
would look like. So he sort of pulled me aside and talked to me about what life would 
be like in the academy. And it didn’t seem that compelling, but on the other hand, it 
didn’t seem like something I would reject. And I was leaving journalism and this 
seemed like people actually wanted me to come in as opposed—. It was more of an 
invitation, and it was a senior colleague, a professor and friend. I mean, Ray Mack at 
the time was about twenty-seven, twenty-eight. He was a very young assistant 
professor but he was very, very charismatic. Ray Mack could get up and lecture, and 
he still does it, without any notes for a full semester, no notes, he just lectures. He’s 
captivating, just talking, and he could do that to you one on one, too. So he would tell 
me these stories about what it would be like to be—I sort of found it interesting, but I 
didn’t know what it was yet. He said, “Go over and talk to Wendell Bell,” who was 
his colleague, who was just about to come to UCLA, he was being recruited to 
UCLA as a professor.  

So Wendell Bell—I’ll never forget this—he said to me, “Oh, yes, why don’t you 
come with me to UCLA? You can be a teaching assistant. I’ll set it up for you.” I 
thought, “Well, this is fast.” I had just left journalism one day, and all of the sudden 
I’m being asked to be a teaching assistant. Well, why? Because, unbeknownst to me, 
Ray Mack and apparently all these colleagues talked to each other. They knew me, 
knew who I was—I was, as I told you, quite visible on campus—and I had gotten A’s 
in Wendell Bell’s class, “Introduction to Sociology,” two years earlier, and I had 
gotten A’s in the other classes. So there had apparently been a discussion among the 
faculty that this was a real possibility. Then I sort of walked into the scene, and it is 
prefabricated. It was all set up, and I just sort of signed up! And within about a week 
I get an invitation from UCLA to come out and be a graduate student. It was a 
different world. It wasn’t about applications, it was about networks. It was about 
senior professors being able to write a letter or pick up a phone and say, “I have a 
student. I think you ought to take this student seriously.” And then, [snaps fingers] 
out of the blue, I get this note saying “You’ve been accepted.”  

So my transition out of journalism into sociology was seamless. It was so seamless 
that I didn’t even know what happened to me. [laughs] I was suddenly a teaching 
assistant at UCLA. 

Cándida Smith: It must have been very flattering. 

Duster: Yes, it was. To be “rejected” on the one hand—“Get out of the profession! Get out of 
here, if that’s the way you feel”—and then the next few weeks, the affirmation, the 
recruitment, the seductiveness.  
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Wendell Bell told me a story, he said, “You know, I would love to be in your 
situation.” I said, “What does that mean?” He said, “Well, you know, you have the 
opportunity to become,” and this is a quote, “the Jackie Robinson of sociology.” I 
thought, “That’s kind of a strange metaphor.” I mean, after all, there had been others 
who—E. Franklin Frazier, I knew, was actually in the field, and he had done some 
work. And I had done enough reading to know there were people like W.E.B. Du 
Bois. [laughs] So it wasn’t as though I thought it was disingenuous. I think Wendell 
Bell actually meant to say to me, “Look, you’ve got a real opportunity here,” but it 
just seemed to come out of this notion that, “Oh, find a way to tell this black person 
that this is a real opportunity.” 

Kimball Young, who was a great figure in the early part of the century in sociology 
but was by that time in, probably, his seventies, maybe even early eighties, and he 
was just about to retire. But Kimball would always say things to me like—something 
like that. It was always my race, ethnicity, that was the thing which was uppermost in 
his mind about coming into sociology. He would say to me things like, “What do you 
think about—?” And he would give me four or five black people, Ralph Bunche or 
Joe Louis or I’m not sure who it was, but it was always in this lens of, “How might a 
black sociologist think about these matters?” And this was true for, I would say, 
maybe half the faculty at Northwestern. They would always see me and talk to me 
about racial matters even though race was not my primary focal point of interest at 
the time. I was interested in stratification of all kinds of things; it was not specifically 
about race. 

Wilmot: How would you describe your primary focal point at that time? 

Duster: At that time? I was just fascinated by the whole idea that societies are always 
structured in ways which give people different access. Race was one of them, but it 
wasn’t one which seemed to me to be universally the case and so, you know, class 
issues and gender issues. I mean, this is hindsight of course of forty, fifty years. At 
the time race was clearly powerful. But I didn’t see myself the way they saw me. 
They saw me as this black sociologist about to be, and I would get strong advice. The 
advice was binary, “Either study black people or don’t.” It was clear. The profession 
was saying to me, “The best way to become a sociologist is to go and study black 
people because that’s what you obviously have a passion for and are interested in, 
and you’ll be good at.” Others would say to me, “No, no. That would be too 
restrictive. You want to not study black people.” They didn’t say, “Go and study X, 
Y, or Z,” just, “Don’t study black people.” So it was a binary formulation, see? 
That’s never gone away, that binariness, to the idea that one, being black and a 
sociologist, needs to make up one’s mind. You don’t get to dance around and play 
with the categories; you have to either decide to do this or not. 

In spite of it, I’ve danced around and played with it. [laughs] I never escaped it. It’s 
not as if I feel—and I don’t think one can or should try to escape it. Here’s an 
interesting problem. My colleague, Bil [William] Banks, has written a book called 
Black Intellectuals [Black Intellectuals: Race and Responsibility in American Life], 
and he and I talked about this issue for a long time, before he began the book. One of 
the things which we discussed, I think is relevant here. If you’re a white intellectual, 
you have this luxury. You could be like [Karl] Mannheim. Mannheim’s idea was that 
intellectuals transcend their current circumstances, their political circumstances. They 
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can float above and look around and check out the world. The other extreme was 
[Antonio] Gramsci who said, “No, no, the intellectuals who really are worth their title 
are organic; they’re engaged with a movement for change.” So you have these two 
models: the organic intellectual who is involved with the labor movement or racial 
transformation or social stratification, or whatever, and then there’s the Mannheim 
model, the person who floats above it all and just looks over history and time and 
makes these pronouncements, which are about universals. 

Well, with Banks, again, this is what comes up: for blacks at mid-century certainly, 
but even earlier, this was not a possibility. You didn’t get to be the free-floating 
Mannheim intellectual. There was a movement, there was a desire for change, and 
blacks who did that kind of, “Well, I’m not part of the struggle. I’m not going to use 
my intellectual power for that, I’m going to go over here and become—.” And then 
you would name whatever it was they wanted to become. If you were a chemist or a 
physicist, you could do it, but not as a sociologist. Do you see the problem? 
Sociologists, in this framework I’ve been describing—and I was immersed in this 
problem—could choose to look at stratification through class, and look at, as I did in 
my earlier work, what happened with the history of drugs in this country. But, 
inexorably, you’re drawn into the discussion about the meaning of this for matters of 
race, and once you touch upon it, then because of the social forces outside of you, 
you become the black intellectual discussing this matter of drugs through the lens of 
race. So even if I were to position myself and say, “No, I’m going to be like the 
Mannheimian intellectual, I’m going to float above this and just talk about the big 
issues of stratification, of which race is only one,” quickly—and it happened to me—
click, “You’re the black person who talks about drugs in America.” 

Wilmot: I have so many questions that come out of that. First, I’m just wondering, when 
people approach you in that way, what are your strategies for moving around that? 

Duster: It depends on who is asking and why. If I find the question, and the questioner is 
sympathetic to my view about matters of social justice, I may submit and say, “All 
right, that’s not my primary orientation, but in behalf of issues of social justice, I 
think the thing to do is to go ahead and pursue this, even though I’m not primarily an 
expert on the racial aspect of this topic.” It happens all the time.  

Then what happens is expertise is generated in the process. So even though I start off 
saying, “I’m not an expert on race and drugs, or race and genetics, or race and—,” 
this fusion happens and then I’ve got to go and get up to snuff, up to speed, I learn 
more and more about these topics. Then this duality, interplay, the interaction 
between self conception and the social conception of me, things start to fuse, and 
pretty soon I’m talking like I’m an expert on race and drugs or race and genetics. 

Wilmot: One of the other things you mentioned, you were talking about how people 
immediately assumed and put you in that box at that time, and I was wondering, at 
that time, did you have an opinion or sense of how African Americans were looked at 
using sociological tools? Did you have a critique? 

Duster: Well, let’s go back to graduate school. That probably was the formative period, 
because I’m talking now from hindsight. But, in graduate school I did begin to cut 
my, my eyetooth—I’m not sure what the metaphor is. I began to cut into the world in 
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ways which were going to really shape my understanding of things. Undergraduate 
life was—even as I went through it, but certainly in hindsight—quite superficial. I 
was playing at the ideas about integration, segregation, assimilation, but they didn’t 
have much resonation. I was one of the very few black people, and I was quite 
visible, but I didn’t even know what I was doing.  

Graduate school was different because there, things converged for me. I was once 
again on a very, very white campus; I was only one of about three or four blacks in 
this whole graduate school sphere. I mean by that sociology, anthropology, political 
science, economics, the whole sphere, didn’t have very many black people. So once 
again I’m one of the very few blacks. But now there is a kind of a coherence and 
focus to the intellectual work, and there are people on the faculty at UCLA who 
would profoundly influence the way I think. Ray Mack got me started, but by the 
time I moved to graduate school, I was now with people who had a very strong 
intellectual orientation towards these issues. Some of them fit with my 
preconceptions of the way the world is, and obviously I thought they were the right 
people and the smart ones.  

I’m not sure this is the place we want to go, but let me just say a few things about the 
intellectual framing that took place in my early graduate years, which I think come to 
this question. There were two people at UCLA who were very important to me in 
terms of my intellectual development. The first was Harold Garfinkel. Garfinkel 
taught graduate seminars, which were at the margins of the discipline. He was what’s 
called an ethnomethodologist, kind of the newly emerging sub-field of sociology. He 
would talk about how people have to navigate in the world, continually, continually 
making sense of it. That it’s not all these powerful dominant structures, it’s that you 
have to navigate, and that seemed right to me, you know, if you go back to my 
childhood. The navigational issues seemed right to me, that one can be too 
determined in one’s social understandings, whether one was essentially in a category, 
like black or female or gay or Jewish or French. These things were fluid, and 
depending upon your circumstances, identity was problematic. You could be Jewish 
one minute and French the next, and so on. So it seemed to me that Garfinkel was on 
to something, this notion of the fluidity of social life and the navigational skills one 
had to use all the time, and for everybody. So that was part of it. 

Then there was a guy named Bill [William S.] Robinson. Bill Robinson was a 
methodologist, and, like Garfinkel, I think Robinson was at the margins of the 
discipline, even though he was a methodologist. What he taught was that sociology 
was far too preoccupied with its self conception as a science, and there were far too 
many—an infinite number of variables for us ever to get it down to three variables, 
and understand the world. Robinson, from a very different point of view, was saying 
that the place that sociologists had gone to, this quantification, this excessive concern 
with the statistical, numerical identification with populations, that it was far too 
simple.  

So between Robinson and Garfinkel I began to think about how problematic the 
world was, and that was to help me during the sixties, because in the early sixties—
let’s see how I can frame this—assimilation, integration, that was the model. So a 
black person like me who could talk to white groups was the talk of the town. I mean, 
I could go to the CORE, NAACP [National Association for the Advancement of 
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Colored People] meetings and I was the model of what a black person could become, 
yes? 

I went away for a year or two, out of the country, and I came back in ’67. I came 
back in ’67 and Black Power had hit. And, now I was the model of what could 
happen to a black person who spent too much time around white people. In the short 
space of about two or three years, the assimilationist model, of which I was the poster 
child [chuckles], had inverted! And I was what happens to black people who get 
mired, corrupted, engaged with too many white people and don’t understand who 
they are any more. Because what was I? I was a university professor. I was now a 
black intellectual who had lost touch with, lost roots with the teaming masses of 
black people, the urban ghetto, the southern rural share cropping experience; that was 
authentic blackness. And now I was this poster child for what the problem was. 
[smiles] 

Now, what’s this got to do with Garfinkel and Robinson? Well, remember, I had cut 
my intellectual and emotional understanding of the whole issue in terms of this 
problematic—that things could change quickly, that, in Garfinkel’s terms, “It’s all up 
for grabs,” at a moment [snaps fingers], an earthquake, a “9/11.” That there are 
seismic shifts which can occur, which will turn everybody inside out and suddenly 
the world is what you didn’t think it was. Well, experientially, that was what 
happened to me, and I was prepared for it. I didn’t think, “Oh, what a terrible, terrible 
world. I leave my country as a paragon for a year and a half, and I come back as a 
pariah.” I mean, yeah, that’s what happens. Life’s like that!  

And I never took it as I think many of my intellectual colleagues who were on the 
right took it, which is to say, personally. I watched people like Nathan Glazer and 
Seymour Martin Lipset and a few of them who were my colleagues, who had been 
here in the early sixties in Berkeley. They had been leftist, they had been part of a 
very strong left movement. When the sixties hit and the students dismissed them as 
“the old left” and “trivial,” they took it personally, and politically, and moved to the 
right.  

Now, the parallel for me was: all right, black students would, of course, position me 
as someone who is not in the vanguard of revolutionary consciousness. You know, 
that’s [Frantz] Fanon, that’s the people who are out there who—or George Jackson, 
in prison dying. I’m in the university, I’m on the faculty of the University of 
California, Berkeley. So for them, structurally, I’m already compromised. I can’t be 
the vanguard and so the language for me has to be Uncle Tom, compromise. I mean, 
all those things have to come from this structural position. But I saw it structurally. I 
never did what I think Glazer and Lipset and others did, which is to say, “You say 
I’m not really a progressive person, a left-wing person? All right, I’ll show you, I’ll 
become a neoconservative.” 

I think a lot of the stuff that would happen in the sixties could be in some ways traced 
to people’s taking the short view of the long historical process. I never thought of the 
black movement as hostile. Even though, as I said, when I came back from Sweden 
in ’67, I was often in situations where the hot, angry, black, working-class person 
was the intellectual’s hero. I had been not just moved from center stage as the 
paragon of assimilationist nirvana, I was now someone that you didn’t want to be 
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like. Now that required—going back to my Garfinkel and Robinson thing—some 
understanding of historical processes, and the fact that it could all come up for grabs. 

Cándida Smith: I wonder if you could talk a little bit about the courses you took with Garfinkel, or a 
course you took. How did he organize it? How did he structure the assignments for 
students? 

Duster: He was a remarkably charismatic instructor as well, for those of us who resonated. 
For half the class, he was impossible to understand; he was opaque, impenetrable. 
But for half of us he was a beacon of light, because he talked about these things with 
such clarity, and he would use examples. He was the kind of person who—you know, 
Alan Funt and Candid Camera. Well, Garfinkel would always use examples which 
were like Candid Camera to show how the negotiation of reality is always up for 
grabs. He would have students do experiments. This was before the protection of 
human subjects came into being in the late sixties and early seventies. This is the late 
fifties when I’m taking these classes. He would do things like, you buy toothpaste at 
the pharmacy and you take it back the next day and say, “This toothpaste costs 
seventy-nine cents. This is the best toothpaste I’ve ever had. It’s worth ninety-nine 
cents, so here’s an extra two dimes for the toothpaste. It’s just worth it to me,” and he 
would talk about what that would do to the fabric of the institution. There is no 
place—and he would give a long lecture on the established meanings about pricing 
and—you go out on a date and he would say, “When she comes to the car—use a 
four door sedan—you just take her to the car and open up the back door; have her 
ride in the back seat.” Or, one of his most famous ones was, at the end of the evening, 
if you were able in the first date or two to get a kiss, you would then give her five 
dollars. So he would have all these examples of the disruption of the normal, and 
what it would mean to make problematic what was the deeply assumed nature of 
normality. Then he would give lectures, based on these examples, which again, 
seemed for some people opaque and difficult, but he would put them in a framework 
that for the rest of us seemed like, “Yeah, that’s the way things are.”  

I use an example still today which students resonate with, which is a Garfinkel 
example. He would say, “In the middle of a conversation with someone—you’re just 
talking—just turn and walk away. Just leave the scene and see what happens.” Or he 
would say, “Sit alone, without a book, without TV, without anything, in your 
ordinary space, in your home or—and watch what happens.” What he was pointing 
out was that the deeply embedded assumptions, which you are not aware of, those 
things have to be explained. You cannot just sit alone without someone saying, 
“What’s wrong?” You can’t leave a conversation in the middle of it without saying, 
“Excuse me, I’m going to the restroom,” or “Excuse me, I’ve got—.” You can’t get 
up and leave a room without accounting for it. So he would then take that into the 
social forces that do account for it, and it was exhilarating intellectually. 

Cándida Smith: You are starting to develop your own research interests. 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: You mentioned stratification, and you also worked on drug addiction, and deviancy. 

Duster: Yes. 
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Cándida Smith: How are you beginning to work through a method that’s coming out of this but is 
yours? 

Duster: I began to see early on that Garfinkel’s students, the ones who were very much tied to 
him, were having problems. Garfinkel was charismatic but he was extremely difficult 
to work with. One of my dear friends, Aaron Cicourel, worked with Garfinkel, and 
they were supposed to write a book together. Aaron never got the joint authorship 
because Harold had this notion that he had to keep things under wraps, and was very, 
very tight. I saw a lot of that, so I sort of broke away and never really worked directly 
with Harold, although I still think of him as a remarkably important intellectual 
figure. 

I left UCLA, that’s part of it. I left UCLA and went to Northwestern, went back to 
graduate school to work with Ray Mack and John Kitsuse, and Aaron Cicourel, who 
had gone back. There I began to craft some ideas about what I wanted to do with this 
work. My doctoral thesis was on the social response to mental illness, how people 
who are in a family of the mentally ill cope with it. So it was the opposite of the 
ordinary psychological issues of mental illness, how people become mentally ill and 
how do you explain it, and what’s the nature of the ideology of mental illness. I was 
doing it entirely from the point of view of those who are outside the experience of 
mental illness but have to cope with it. What do family members do, or what do 
friends do, when they come across a mental aberration? How do they cope with it 
institutionally? Do they try to surround them with forces that get them back to 
normality, or do they call in the psychiatric police, and so on? 

So that was the Garfinkelian connection and also the Robinson connection. You don’t 
just do a big study, survey research of families of the mentally ill. You have to then 
either go to those scenes where people are in the experience and talk to them about it, 
or construct scenes in which this will become an issue so people have to understand 
how they’re dealing with mental illness. So that’s the link. That was my doctoral 
thesis, which I then put aside and never went back to. I never tried to publish it, I 
didn’t feel I had done sufficiently grounded work. I didn’t think it was worthy of 
publication. It was simply a way of getting some of those ideas on paper and showing 
I could do research, but I never moved to publish it. 

Wilmot: How did you get interested in that topic? 

Duster: I don’t know. I don’t have, for example, a personal story where I can say, “In my 
family there was mental illness, and therefore I was interested in it.” I do remember 
in my neighborhood, on my block, there were some mentally ill people. That may 
be—now, this is the first time I’ve thought about this—that may have had an 
influence on me because I did watch how people in the neighborhood were treating 
these people. But I wouldn’t be confident in my own account. It was not part of my 
consciousness to say, “Oh, here’s why I’m doing this.” 

Cándida Smith: Did you set up an experimental situation?  

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: What did you do?  
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Duster: I had—again, this is pre-human studies protection. This is 1961. Tuskegee [Syphilis 
Experiment] doesn’t break until ’70, ’71, and Stanley Milgram’s work doesn’t 
become public in this way until the late period. 

Cándida Smith: The law is ’76, ’77. 

Duster: Yes, right. So the experiment was to put five or six people into a room and then 
unbeknownst to all but one of them—one of them was the confederate of the 
researcher and that was me—they would begin to act out a certain kind of strange 
behavior. I’ve almost forgotten now what the strange behavior was, but it was the 
early indications of a neurotic break and then maybe moving more towards a more 
serious break, where they would behave in ways which were inexplicable. And then 
the question was “How do people in the room handle it?” Do they ignore it? And 
they of course try to at first. That’s the first stage of handling mental illness. You just, 
“That didn’t happen, did it?” [laughs] Then you try to enlist others around you to 
agree that that’s what’s happening, and then you can either mitigate it or bring in 
some other forces. It was not a very important study, or it didn’t take me very far. But 
you could see the continuity between my concern about the world being a 
problematic place and how people have to negotiate it and deal with it and what 
social forces are at play to bring people back into the fold of the normal, or whether 
they exclude them and tell them, “You have to get out of this experiment, you have to 
get out of the room. This is no longer acceptable behavior.” 

Cándida Smith: Mack was your chair; what kind of role did he have in helping you shape the project? 

Duster: He was mainly instrumental in administrative ways, trying to shape how the 
arguments were developed as opposed to trying to help with the content. He wasn’t 
giving me so much advice on how to shape the questions, but he would give me 
advice on the architecture or the scaffolding of the chapters in order to make coherent 
arguments; it was more at that level. He wasn’t really involved at the level of trying 
to help me shape ideas about how to get people to talk about these matters. It was 
once I had done the research then how to make the arguments. 

Cándida Smith: And Cicourel was on your committee? 

Duster: By that time Cicourel had left; Cicourel had gone to Riverside, which is an important 
part of the story. 

Cándida Smith: Which we’ll get to but— 

Duster: Right. Aaron Cicourel had left Northwestern by the time I began my doctoral thesis 
and had come out to UC Riverside. So, Mack was the chair. I believe John Kitsuse 
was on my committee. I believe that’s true, although John didn’t play much of a role. 
I forget who else. 

Cándida Smith: You’ve mentioned that because of the Garfinkel and Robinson influence, you’re kind 
of in the margins of sociology. The books that talk about postwar social science and 
sociology speak of Harvard and Columbia as the big centers, [Talcott] Parsons and 
[Robert] Merton. Did you even worry about Parsons and Merton? 
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Duster: Well, of course. You had to know what they were saying. Everybody read Parsons 
and Merton. Harold Garfinkel was a Parsons student, and part of the whole 
intellectual life at UCLA was a reaction to Parsons. In some ways Harold was a 
continuity, the concern for social order, which I think was the main frame of Parsons’ 
work. Although, unlike Parsons, Garfinkel took it in the direction of the ordering of 
social life at the micro level—micro-management, ethnography, ethnographic, 
ethnomethodological stuff—while Parsons was busily up here at the systems level 
talking about the integration of the economy and the polity, and all that stuff. And 
then Harold Garfinkel relied heavily upon, obviously, [Alfred] Schutz, the 
phenomenologist, and [Edmund] Husserl, the phenomenologist, and that’s almost 
nowhere in Parsons. But the continuity of Parsons was concern for order; how is 
order possible? That’s the way Harold would begin most of his lectures: “How is 
order possible when we see different things from the same spot; how is it we can see 
these things and be orderly?”  

Merton, a student of Parsons as well, took this position that Parsons was too grand. 
He wanted to move at this other level of more organizational and institutional. That 
you didn’t have grand social theory, you wanted something more mundane, 
intermediate, what he called, “theories of the middle range.” That was Merton’s 
famous phrase: “Theories of the middle range.”  

I found that interesting and useful, but I was more in this tradition of looking at 
sociology from this peculiar angle. Because the discipline by this time—at least, the 
core of the discipline—was already shifting toward the quantification model; this was 
real sociology. The other stuff was humanistic, soft, marginal, not really science. 
Since I obviously agree with Robinson that it was not fake, but a false precision—
that sociology, heading down the road, that three or four variables to explain 
everything that was important was a false precision, and it missed too much of what 
happened in life. The seduction, because that’s where the money was, big money in 
that period to get grants to do studies of anything from educational achievement—
you’d get to study, say, three variables: class position, ethnicity and religion. So, 
“How do Catholic young students in certain situations perform in school?” You 
would do this big survey, national survey, and you could come up with these 
answers. Well, what that, of course, missed was the texture of what happened in a 
Catholic school. What was it that was going on between the priests and the 
instructors and the infrastructure of the organization? 

And that really comes to one of the other issues, because Ray Mack was asked by 
James Coleman to take a look at nine locations. Coleman did this huge national study 
of education in America—850,000, almost 1,000,000 kids in this study—and at the 
end of it he said, “Well, what does it all mean?” So he goes to Ray Mack and he says, 
“Why don’t we put together a study of different locations to see what this might 
mean in these different locations?” Then Ray Mack asked me, among seven or eight 
other sociologists, to take a look at local meanings of educational achievement. I 
wrote this early article on what was happening in education, I think it was around that 
time. So there is a link between this—how much can you know with all this 
quantification? How much can you really know? 
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Wilmot: I think we are probably going to come back here, but I just wanted to go back to 
undergraduate school at Northwestern, for a time. Kind of a small question, but I 
understand you got your first car in your junior year? 

Duster: No, no. I didn’t have a car at Northwestern as an undergraduate. I don’t believe I did. 
I certainly had it as a graduate student, so maybe there’s some confusion in the 
memory here. I probably drove my brother’s car, that’s probably what happened. It 
wasn’t my car. My brother had a car and I would occasionally have access to it, and I 
would drive it, but it wasn’t my car. That doesn’t come until—I drive a 1949 
Mercury out to UCLA. It cost me $120. [laughs] It was an old clunker but it stood me 
in good stead. As a grad student I did. 

Wilmot: Okay. That was my mistake then. I’ve heard you talk about what the universe of 
Northwestern was socially, and I’ve heard you mention your two friends, Jack Doyle 
and Richard Getrost. I’m wondering more about other students, your friendships that 
you formed there. 

Duster: I had a very good friend, his name was Hal Freeman, and he was one of these very 
skillful people I admired a lot, in that he could talk to both sides. He knew about the 
fraternity system, and he could speak with them. He was very quiet, capable, 
articulate. I often found myself sort of looking around for the right language; he 
always seemed to have it. I liked Hal a lot. He was, what could be called in that 
period, almost the model of the liberal intellectual. He had it down. He was my age 
but he had a much more coherent view of liberalism. In this period liberalism was 
ascendant in the academy. A conservative was someone who didn’t think very deeply 
or was simply reflexively mouthing off some stuff about fraternities, and defending 
the status quo, and defending white supremacy through a language of the right to 
discriminate, all that was happening in the system of the fraternity. Hal Freeman was 
very, very thoughtful, and he was sort of a model for me. Again, we were in the same 
class, same age. I liked Hal a lot. I didn’t have many friends in the fraternity system. I 
had a few people I could talk to, but most of my friends were around this 
marginalized group. 

Wilmot: Did you work while you were in school? 

Duster: Yes. Odd jobs. I worked on the weekends as a house painter in Chicago, quite 
lucrative. I would get pretty good pay for working on a Saturday and Sunday. Then I 
would come back to school on Monday and the week at Northwestern, and then go 
back on the weekend. 

Cándida Smith: You were living down at home with your mom on the weekends? 

Duster: On the weekends, yes, only if I had a job. If I didn’t have a job that weekend I’d stay 
up at Northwestern. There is a story here about working. I worked—for example, 
when I wasn’t being a house painter, I worked on campus, I was a bus boy in the 
dorms. I, actually, changed the beds, the bed service. The dorms, they had people 
come around and change the sheets, so that was extra money. An ice cream scoop, 
you know, behind the counter in the—all those kinds of odd jobs.  
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And Jack Doyle had a job as a janitor on the weekends. Jack Doyle, a kind of tough, 
working-class, Irish kid who is obviously mobile socially, comes to Northwestern. 
He has this Irish gift for gab. He’s very clever, he’s very smart, he’s good, and we 
become close friends.  

So one day he says to me, “Hey, I’ve got this possibility, I’ve got this job on the 
weekends and it pays even more money than you get as a house painter,” because it 
was unionized. “All you do is just take the garbage down from the second or third 
floor down and dump it, and it’s pretty good pay.” I said, “How much money?” The 
figure I’ve forgotten, but it was like double what I was making, and the hours were 
even better, like only four or five hours as opposed to eight. This was pretty good! So 
I said, “Sure, see what you can do.” Then he came back to me mortified, and he said, 
“Can’t happen, racial exclusion.” He could not get me a job as a janitor. Chicago, 
1956. I tell that story sometimes to—I mean, I’ve forgotten it, but I told it years ago 
in the sixties when I was talking about the nature and the extent of the exclusionary 
policies, that you couldn’t even become a janitor. [laughs] Not even for a day or two. 

Wilmot: You also said that you had a scholarship while you were at Northwestern? 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: How did that operate?  

Duster: The Pullman Foundation gave scholarships, and I had one of them, and I think it was 
renewable. As long as you kept your grades up they would give you tuition and a 
modest sum of a few hundred dollars. That permitted me to not have to ask my 
mother for any money—she didn’t have any—but it permitted me to go to school. 

Wilmot: Also when I was speaking to Richard Getrost and Jack Doyle, they mentioned that 
they called you PhD as a nickname.  

Duster: [laughs] 

Wilmot: This may have been right at that time when forces were conspiring to make that 
happen for you, but I just wanted to ask you, again, your thoughts on being a 
professor. It’s actually not a common profession, and how did you know that that was 
where you were going? 

Duster: I think that that memory was the last year, and I’m sure it wasn’t true in my first 
couple of years. I think what they were referring to was the fact that once we decided 
to leave journalism, once that happened at the end of our junior year, then the 
trajectory to get a PhD seemed to them to be inevitable. I didn’t see it that way but 
they used to joke about it, that I was going to get my PhD and that was just going to 
be inevitable. But it wasn’t so much—I mean, I didn’t see it as inevitable, even in 
graduate school I didn’t see it as inevitable. [laughs] No, it was more inadvertent. My 
memory is almost the opposite, I mean, I backed into this field. I didn’t walk into 
sociology as an undergraduate and, “Here’s what I want to do.” I was going to be a 
journalist, and only that last period, that last fourteen months, changed things around 
for me. 
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Wilmot: I think Jack Doyle may have told me this also, that the three of you had a pact to 
meet ten years later in downtown Chicago? 

Duster: Yes, right. 

Wilmot: I wonder if you could just tell me a little bit about that?  

Duster: Well, we were very, very close. When we were up at school we would have a few 
meals a week together. We were roommates, so we spent a lot of time studying. We 
were taking the same classes, and we had a continuously invigorating, joking, 
intellectual, political, literary relationship. I mean, there was no one thing, but we 
would read books and talk about them. We would critique and laugh about the 
politics of the world and on the campus. We were—as young, brash, twenty or 
twenty-one-year-olds will be—arrogant about what we thought about the world, and 
we were sure of ourselves. We were quite full of the notion that we really understood 
what was going on, and of course we didn’t, but we bonded, a deep bond as friends. 

When it became clear that we were going to go our separate ways, we had this idea 
that we would find a way to reconnect. So we had this pact. We took this, I forget 
what—it could have been a ten-dollar bill—and tore it in three parts. It was 
something that we had seen in a movie or read some place. We were going to 
reconnect at the Chicago Theater on State Street in Chicago, on November of 
whatever it was, ten years later. Now events conspired, and it never happened. But 
that’s a story that may be too complicated, too off the beaten track to get into here. 
It’s probably not a good idea, but I could tell you off the record, what happened. 

Wilmot: Okay. Did you know each other’s families when you were in school? 

Duster: They knew my family because I was in Chicago, and I think even my brothers would 
come up or once or twice they went down to the South Side. But Richard’s family 
was in Ohio, so I didn’t meet them until later, after graduation. I did meet Jack’s 
family, his parents. I must have met them at least once or twice as undergraduates, 
but certainly later on, when we were adults, I met them. 

Wilmot: This is just another question on Ray Mack. You’ve been part of each other’s lives. 
Are you still part of each other’s lives? 

Duster: Yes. Being from Chicago, I have these rather massively intricate social obligations—
brothers, nephews, nieces, aunts, cousins, old friends. So Ray understands that when 
I get back to Chicago, maybe I can get over and spend a little time with him. But if 
I’m only there for two or three days, then the family is very upset if I don’t go for a 
particular visit to this house or that, but we’ve stayed in touch. I’ve seen him out a 
couple of times here in California, and when I go to Chicago, every now and again, 
I’ll go out to visit. He’s going to leave, I think, and go to North Carolina. That’s his 
plan. I think that’s sometime in this next period, he’s going to leave for North 
Carolina. That’s what he told me. But up until now we’ve sort of kept the contact. 

Wilmot: He described one of the ways you influenced him or maybe the ways that you were 
collaborators is in terms of language and talking about your work in ways that are 
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more, kind of, accessible to people outside of your discipline. I’m wondering if you 
had any thoughts on that? 

Duster: Well, sociology has taken the bad, sometimes, but legitimate rap for not 
communicating effectively outside of its own borders. There is a long tradition of the 
jargon in the discipline. And having come out of journalism, I’ve always felt that that 
was a mistake, that if you have something to say you need to have an audience 
outside the small confines of the cognoscenti in the field. I’ve tried, sometimes 
without success, to write for audiences that are not just sociologists. And especially 
on the topics that interest me, because I don’t want to just influence the discipline. 

Cándida Smith: One of your projects together was this pamphlet, Patterns of Minority Relations. It 
was published a couple of times from ’63. 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: How did this project come about, and what were your respective roles in it? 

Duster: I would have to get into my memory bank as to how it came about. Up until this 
period the hegemony about race in America was something about prejudice, personal 
prejudice, that if you just got people to get rid of their personal prejudice, it would be 
all right. Ray Mack understood early on, even before some of the essays were to 
come out in the sixties, that race relations were not just about personal choices; they 
were about access to resources and power and patterns like that. So he and I—again, I 
don’t have an answer to your question about how it came about, but I remember 
discussions. I guess he had some funding from some group to pursue the topic, and 
he invited me to join him in writing this more theoretically framed essay. 

In retrospect of thirty, forty years, it seems quite prosaic and not very well developed 
theoretically. But at the time, it was the attempt to say, “It ain’t just about people 
getting their heads together and not having this sickness called prejudice.” There was 
a pathological model out there, that prejudice was pathological, that if people just got 
over it—. Well, that flies in the face of the fact that access to resources like bank 
loans and jobs are all about privilege. I think that was part of what we were trying to 
do. 

Wilmot: If you want to look at it— 

Duster: Remind myself of what we were doing. 

Cándida Smith: And I would actually like to get a sense of the different roles that you played 
together. Did you write different sections? Did you play the ideas off of each other? 

Duster: I think it was a collaboration—that was the primary feature of it—where we would 
talk and then write and then talk and then write, and then go over each other’s work. 
But I don’t remember whether or not one of us wrote a draft first. It’s forty years 
now. 

Cándida Smith: There are a few things in it that, you know, looking back at it now from the vantage 
point of forty years of African American studies, or thirty-five years, were rather 
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startling. I just wanted to ask you about them. Not in order to ask you, “How could 
you say something like this,” but rather, what were the conditions that for someone in 
the early sixties this would seem like a perfectly reasonable statement? One of which 
was—there’s a claim early on in there that African Americans don’t really have any 
vestiges of African culture. 

Duster: Yes, yes. Okay, that’s a good question. There was a debate that had been going on a 
long time between Mel Herskovitz, the anthropologist, and E. Franklin Frazier. 
Herskovitz, the anthropologist, said that there were African retentions. What he 
meant was, that there were actual things that you could point to in African American 
life, which could go back to West Africa—linguistic, or maybe if one goes to Brazil 
and sees in the religious sayings certain symbols and so on. Frazier, on the other 
hand, had taken the opposite opinion, which was that, “No, slavery had stripped, 
denuded black people of their native language and Christianity had replaced the 
native religions.” He went through all the different institutions saying the opposite of 
Herskovitz. 

So, what was going on was the binary, and you took sides; you either sided with 
Herskovitz or you sided with Frazier. So the context of your question is political. 
Because the people who were saying Herskovitz was right, primarily, in the political 
realm, those who wanted to associate blacks with an Africa which was pre-literate—
in the language of the fifties, not advanced. So anything that was called “African 
roots” seemed to Frazier, and to those who were in that orbit, to give legitimacy to 
white supremacists who were saying, “Oh, black people, they’re so mired in a pre-
literate culture that they can’t possibly make it in an advanced western culture.” 

Now that’s a quick version of a complex issue, and I think what’s going on in here—
I’m not sure whether I want to either take credit for it or blame for it; I’m not sure 
whether Ray Mack said it or I said it, but I certainly did not object to it because I 
remember writing a book review years later, which I thought was a mistake. I wrote a 
book review of Nathan Hare, in which I took the position somewhere along that 
continuum. I mean, I wasn’t way over there, but I was saying, “Look,” to Hare, “if 
you’re going to argue that there are African retentions that are of a substantial 
moment in intellectual and political life in America for black people, you have to say 
what they are. Don’t just assert that there are these retentions. All right, so there are 
these rituals, and people may swing the lamp this way in Liberia and again in 
London, because of the retention. What does that mean in terms of black life?” So it 
was something in the same order, arguing against the notion that these retentions had 
an impact on the political or economic or religious life of black people. Now I would 
take probably a very different view, that these retentions were there, they had 
continuity, and so forth. But, in this context, yes, it was the politics of it. 

Cándida Smith: At one point you state that “The American Negro is a minority but does not have a 
separate culture.” You’re distinguishing the Negro from a more recent immigrant 
group. You say, “The only subculture which the American Negro has is a set of 
epithets for whites.” [laughter] “And in group humor some avoidance mechanisms.” 
So you are defining the subculture basically as a question of stimulus response to the 
situation of structural discrimination. 
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Duster: Yes. Well, obviously I would recant like Galileo. [laughter] Although, Galileo was 
right. 

Cándida Smith: Right. Because I wondered, you grew up in an all black environment in South Side, 
and then you go up to the North Shore, the tony, creamy layer of Chicago, and you 
surely just, experientially, have seen more than just economic difference.  

Duster: Yes, but I probably merged it with class differences in that period. You’re talking to a 
seventeen-year-old at that age, and then by this time I’m probably twenty-six, 
twenty-seven, and I’m giving you the politics of the argument. What to say? It 
doesn’t make sense now, but it made sense then. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. The distinction to me is less important than understanding the reasons why it 
made sense to a progressive person at that time. People’s ideas change, new facts are 
foregrounded. But in order to understand the change, we actually have to not view 
this conception of the past as pathological but— 

Duster: Again, I think the best way of capturing the problem historically is to say, this was a 
period in which assimilationist, integrationist ideology and liberalism were so 
ascendant, that the idea of a subculture of blackness or at the time colored people or 
Negroes, was anathema, right? I mean, that was the politics of it. It’s only post-
 ’68, ’69 that you get into the nationalistic surge, which says “This is black and 
beautiful and viable,” but up until that time this was the hegemony. 

Cándida Smith: Well, then, at the end, putting aside the class bias that’s sort of underlying this in a 
sense, in the sense that stereotypes are reinforced by the class differentials in the 
relationships structuring white-black contact. Then you say almost at the very end, 
it’s one page before the end, “To destroy such stereotypes calls for contact of a very 
specific kind: middle class whites most closely associated with middle class Negroes 
in jobs where both enjoy the same kinds of rights and privileges.” 

Duster: That’s Ray Mack. I’ll tell you where it’s coming from. There was a theory which Ray 
Mack really believed in and which I didn’t have a reason for challenging at the time. 
It was called “equal status contacts.” It was a dominant theory of race relations and I 
think it was either Simpson and Yinger—doesn’t matter who it was. The theory was, 
the problems in interracial relations come because whites of a higher status are in 
contact with blacks of a lower status: maids, servants, chauffeurs. That all they know 
in their lives are blacks of lower status, and so they think of black people in these 
stratified terms, that’s all they know about. Rarely do whites come across and contact 
blacks of equal status for a sustained period. So managers, bank managers and so 
forth, executives, professors, lawyers, are rarely in equal status contacts. This is 
1955, and of course not a lot of empirical justification for framing that way because 
there were so few blacks in contact with whites of equal status. 

The other part of it that was also true, you didn’t have an empirical basis for saying 
this because you didn’t have a lot of black people in high status positions. You didn’t 
have equal status contacts of sustained connections between blacks and whites, so 
you had to conjecture what it would be like. And the conjecture was, if you had those 
contacts for long periods, then the stereotypes would fade. Now that’s empirically not 
true, we know that now. [laughs] 
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Cándida Smith: And I may be reading this anachronistically, that if you actually take that as the 
solution, then affirmative action becomes the inevitable byproduct of that. Are you 
already thinking in affirmative action terms as you are writing this in the early 
sixties? 

Duster: Oh no, no. Affirmative action, for me, was never the solution. Actually, I wrote this 
later, that affirmative action was at best just a band-aid dealing with these kinds of 
modest class interventions of access. It was never about redressing the massive 
injustices of the previous century or two. I’ve written extensively on this issue of 
affirmative action. It was not ever seen as a redress issue, it was an access issue. It 
got reframed later by its critics as a redress issue. So, Bill Wilson says, “Affirmative 
action is a failure. Why? Because it doesn’t redress massive historical injustice.” 
Well, never in affirmative action’s history was it ever framed as a redress of massive 
injustice; it was always, “Let’s get people who are qualified but who have been 
excluded into these positions, into these jobs—as plumbers, as carpenters, as—.” So 
it begins in 1962, ’64, with a very modest band-aid of access of those who have been 
excluded. It was never about massive social economic injustice, never. So for Wilson 
to say, “Hey, it has failed because—,” talk about rereading anachronistically. So the 
answer to your question is no, I never thought of affirmative action in these terms; it 
was a band-aid. Again, this was about stereotypes and prejudice, and trying to break 
into it with a structural argument, but a weak one. 

Cándida Smith: Yes, and then the call to action seems to be this equal status contact, and how you 
conceptualized that equal status contact was going to happen given the structures of 
discrimination, which wouldn’t even allow you to become a janitor? 

Duster: Well, it would call for some kind of massive social change which is not called for—
we don’t say that there, we just say that that would be the path and I would—that was 
a pamphlet written for the Anti-Defamation League I believe. Is that right? 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: So the limited vision of scope is built into the enterprise. 

 [some discussion about whether to close or not for the day] 

Wilmot: I want to hear about the trip across country to L.A. 

Duster: Yes, well, there was some drama in there. 

Wilmot: Really? Okay. Well, would you want to just tell that story, and then we close? 

Duster: Sure, okay. There were several trips across the country, and each one built upon the 
previous one. The first one or two were relatively uneventful, you know, I’m in this 
old car, a 1949 Mercury. In 1957, I head out for the first time away from home, and I 
don’t know that it’s not possible to do two things which are pretty basic: number one, 
to sleep in your car and number two, to get a motel room. So I try in Joplin, Missouri, 
to get a motel. I stop three or four times, and everything is always filled or closed. So 
two in the morning I get tired and I pull over to the side of the road and the cop 
comes by and says, “No, you can’t sleep on the side of the road.” I said, “I tried to get 
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motels for the last three hours and they’re all closed. What do you recommend?” He 
says, “I don’t know, but you can’t sleep on the road. You’ve got to move on.” 

That’s one story, and there are other stories like it. Amarillo, Texas, the same trip, I 
try to go into a store to get some groceries, and the woman behind the counter is 
talking to two white men. I walk in and I ask her where the milk is and she says, “It’s 
over there.” I go over and get it and I come back and I give her the money for it. She 
says to these two white men, “Niggers sure are getting nervy.” [laughs] Pretty bald, 
right? I had a few of those experiences, I’m just giving you a couple of them. 

Cándida Smith: This was on the old— 

Duster: [Route] 66, Chicago to L.A., Nat King Cole, Amarillo, Texas. So I’m now aware, as I 
wasn’t, as I was saying. I’d been playing at this topic as an undergraduate and now, 
voom, it’s in my face. [laughs] I get to Los Angeles and there are three or four 
situations very, very similar when I’m trying to get an apartment. It’s becoming clear 
to me that this is pretty deep intrinsically, this is stuff that’s not going to go away just 
by calling attention to it. So there are a number of cases like this where I go to find an 
apartment and I can’t. The sign is up, it’s open, and all the sudden it’s closed, and it 
happens often enough that I start to see the patterns. Equal status contacts, indeed, 
you know. At this time, I was now a graduate student at UCLA and people were 
telling me in working class white areas, “No,” it didn’t matter what I was doing, 
“You can’t have an apartment here.” 

The second trip that’s of interest, I’m somewhere in the South, I think once again, I 
may be in Kansas, could be Missouri, but the southern part, and a car with three or 
four white guys tries to run me off the road. They swerve around, they’re having fun, 
they’re laughing, they’re joking and they cut me off. Once I was able to get around 
them—I’ve got an old car, and they find this funny and it’s amusing and they’re 
toying with me about—tailgating and all kinds of stuff. I think it’s getting pretty 
dangerous, and happily I get into a small town soon and I’m able to stop and literally 
lose them. Now that’s the framework for what’s going to happen on my third and last 
trip. 

My third trip, I know that my father, who was in World War I, had a Colt .45, which 
I used to use to practice with. A friend of the family would go out to a range and 
shoot. I knew how to shoot it. I wasn’t good at it. The Colt .45 was a very powerful 
pistol, and it takes a lot of strength to use it. When you shoot it, pow! like that—
[demonstrates]—a real reaction. But I had gotten to the point where I was 
comfortable with it, and so I decided on my next trip across the country I was going 
to bury this Colt .45 under a basket of food, like fried chicken and apples and things 
like that. I rode comfortably the next two times knowing that I had this protection. 
Now, whether it was really protection was another matter, but just experientially 
having gone through those first few trips, it provided a real sense of comfort. [laughs] 

Wilmot: And on that note, let us close for today and then next time we will pick up on the 
West Coast. 

[End of Audio File 2] 
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Interview 3: November 26, 2002 
 
[Begin Audio File 3] 
 
Wilmot: November 26th, Troy Duster, interview three. Well, good afternoon. 

Duster: Good afternoon. 

Wilmot: I wanted to just check with you and see if there’s anything you wanted to add from 
the last time we met, which was months ago. 

Duster: No, I think we’ll just go from where you want us to pick up. 

Wilmot: Okay. Well, we’re going to pick up talking about when you arrived at UCLA, 
because when we left off last time, you were traveling across country to Los Angeles. 

Duster: Right. 

Wilmot: But before that, I wanted to ask you one question which is about—in your first 
interview, you mentioned that you and your family started the Ida B. Wells 
Foundation. You said that in November was the award ceremony. 

Duster: Yes. 

 Wilmot: And I just wanted to ask you how that went. Who did you choose? 

Duster: It was quite successful. The person who got the award was Patricia [J.] Williams. The 
person who gave the keynote address was Paula Giddings. And then there was a little 
bit of music as well. There was a solo cellist performing a Bach suite, so it had a kind 
of a nice touch to it. 

Wilmot: Where did it take place? 

Duster: At Midtown [New York City]. There’s a place called the Century Club. Actually, it’s 
the Century Association. It sounded too clubby, so they changed their name to the 
Century Association. They were the venue. One of my colleagues has a membership 
there, and it was too difficult to get a place at the last minute at Columbia 
[University] or NYU [New York University]. We could have gotten the place, but it 
didn’t seem appropriate for the kind of scene we wanted to set, so this was very nice. 
It was quite successful. 

Wilmot: And what were your criteria? How did you end up choosing Patricia Williams? 

Duster: Oh, that’s not an easy answer. I think we wanted someone who was both in the 
tradition of Ida B. Wells, who wrote about issues of inequality and injustice, who had 
the kind of long-term commitment that you can see over a period of years. We 
wanted someone also who was not at the end of their career. We wanted someone 
who was still in the process of developing ideas, so it would be both an inspiration to 
continue on in this direction but also something that would be an honor to those who 
follow her.  
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As I said in my remarks, I wanted the award to both be an affirmation of the person 
who was getting it but also the person would be an affirmation of the award. It would 
give the award a kind of dignity if someone of Pat’s stature got it.  

Wilmot: That’s very beautifully said. Yes, I can see that.  

So when you arrived in Los Angeles after this long, arduous trip across country, 
encountering many different pitfalls, where did you settle? Where did you live? 

Duster: I had my first real introduction to or battle with American residential segregation. I 
mean, I grew up in Chicago, as you’ve heard now, and that was an all black 
community. I went to Northwestern, which is an all white community, and so I didn’t 
face anything because I went to a dormitory. I went to a university-sponsored scene. 
There was no doubt about that. I mean, I didn’t have a problem. 

But now I was a grad student. I was off on my own. And for my first three months at 
UCLA, I was really buffeted around by the forces. I would find an apartment that was 
near campus and it would be the right situation, but it would always, at the last 
moment, be taken by someone else. So it’s not a unique story. It’s just one of those 
things that happened in 1957 to a lot of people who tried to ignore the fact that there 
was a racial residential barrier in this country, and it was pretty substantial. 

It wasn’t talked about a lot. If you experienced it once or twice, you knew it and you 
didn’t do it anymore. You sort of went back to the area, as I did in Los Angeles, 
where they were an entirely black community. So after I found out just how much the 
apartheid system was operating, I went back to live approximately twelve, fifteen 
miles away from UCLA. So I had to take my car in every day. 

Cándida Smith: What section were you in? Like, the Crenshaw area? 

Duster: Yes. It was actually La Brea and Adams, if you know that area. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: It was about 90 percent black at that time. I think now it’s changed. I think there’s 
more of a Korean influence in that area. 

Cándida Smith: And Latino, of course. 

Duster: Yes. But at the time, it was very much of a black scene. 

Wilmot: What was the L.A. that you found? How would you describe the Los Angeles that 
you found when you got there? If that’s not too big a question. 

Duster: Well, idyllic, you know. It has this feature to it, that everyone would assume, coming 
from Chicago, it was, of course, palm trees and warm and breezy, even in the 
wintertime, so that was quite arresting and attractive for someone from the Near 
South Side, who had spent his winters at eighteen below zero. I noticed. [chuckles]  
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But it was—I guess we can get into this in more detail in a moment—but it was also 
a remarkably challenging time for me, because UCLA was a place where there were 
a lot of ideas that were just blooming in my field in sociology and in anthropology. It 
was a joint department. So I had both things going. I had both the intellectual life at 
UCLA, and then I could see in Los Angeles some of the stuff I was learning about.  

So yes, I found Los Angeles quite fascinating, and I didn’t have the same kind of 
snobbery that my colleagues had in sociology at that period. People actually always 
talked about Los Angeles as being barren, flat, endless, without culture. Of course, 
the North was the place to be. It was the Bay Area or New York or Chicago, but Los 
Angeles had this sort of barrenness to it, according to the intellectuals I dealt with. 

I didn’t find that. I looked around and I didn’t have that kind of lens, and so I was 
quite happy going to different places and being with friends and seeing a lot of the 
intellectual resources and the musical resources and theater. I did a lot of things like 
that when I was a grad student. I learned a lot about music. It was probably the place 
where I learned more because I had colleagues in my department who were quite 
serious about music. 

So Los Angeles was a great transition for me, out of undergraduate life, which had 
been, I think, a kind of cloistered make-believe. I mean, I was engaged in civil rights 
stuff at Northwestern, but it was make-believe, in the sense that it didn’t penetrate my 
life. I didn’t go out to get a place to rent and then couldn’t get one; I was talking 
about issues, [laughs] you see? So Los Angeles was a nice little wakeup call. 

Wilmot: So you were out in the world. 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: Could you name some of the venues, musical venues you went to? Or where did you 
go out? 

Duster: There was a place along the coast called Positano’s, which was a kind of a 
coffeehouse and sometimes there were musicians there. Does this sound familiar? 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: Yes. There was a guy named Counsel Taylor, who was a professor of anthropology. 
He’d go there, and he’d dance on the tables. For someone from my background, this 
was kind of interesting. It was a whole different world of life and clubs. I knew about 
a few blues spots or jazz spots in Chicago, although when I was a kid in Chicago, I 
didn’t really do those things. I knew about them. Now I was, however, a beginning 
sentient adult. I was now all of about twenty-one, twenty-two. [laughs] So there were 
coffeehouses and clubs, and there were places where you’d listen to the jazz. I don’t 
remember exactly the names of the spots, but they were small places along Melrose 
or some places—. 

Wilmot: What was your colleague’s name again? I didn’t catch it. 
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Duster: The person who I remember most vividly was a professor of anthropology. His name 
was Counsel Taylor. 

Wilmot: Counsel Taylor, okay. 

Duster: I called him Count, Count Taylor. 

Wilmot: Okay. Well. In our last conversation, you described the kind of environment that was 
there intellectually, especially with regards to—the name? I’m sorry. 

Cándida Smith: Garfinkel. 

Wilmot: Garfinkel. Yes, Garfinkel. And I was wondering if there are other intellectual 
movements that were unfolding in that time? 

Duster: Well, ‘57, ‘58, ‘59—this is that two-year period there. Of course, this is the nascent 
Civil Rights Movement. Things were starting to rumble now. The intellectual 
political interests that I have started to come together. There was a methodologist 
named William S. Robinson. He was a remarkably interesting person because he was 
both one of these figures in the field, a serious methodologist; at the same time, he 
was a skeptic of methods. So he brought to the classroom and to the discipline a kind 
of seriousness about investigating social, political life. At the same time, he didn’t 
quite trust the methodology of the social sciences. 

I think if I combine that with my two years with Harold Garfinkel, it seemed to fit. 
Garfinkel had a kind of twinkle in his eye about social life. For Garfinkel, everything 
was problematic. It could at any point come apart, so life was not as stable and as 
predictable as it seemed, for Harold, and anything might, at any point, like an 
earthquake alters social relationships. 

If I add on the one hand the kind of theoretical orientation of the phenomenologists 
with Garfinkel, to the methodological skepticism of Robinson, the world for me was 
now making sense, because I always thought it was problematic, that it was fluid and 
emergent and contextual and dependent. It wasn’t clear and linear and fixed, you see? 
Life, for me, was always a matter of what particular configuration of people you’re 
around and how they saw the world. Remember I told you when I was a kid I had that 
experience? Now it was coming together intellectually. I mean, I now had these 
strong voices from the eighteenth-, nineteenth-century philosophy or the 
phenomenologists like Husserl.  

We’re talking in the same way about how fluid all this was. I liked this. I liked the 
intellectual challenges of seeing how the world sort of fit my own sensibilities about 
how you explain or can’t explain a lot of what’s happening. 

Let me just digress for a moment. There was an article in yesterday’s paper. It was 
about Louis Menand, and Menand said something which I thought was fascinating. 
He said—what’s the leitmotif for him through all of his essays in American studies? 
—he said, “Well, the world is far more fluid and contingent than you think it is.” 
Here was Garfinkel’s message as well—that we, after the fact, interpret the world and 
it becomes much more coherent as we are doing it, as we are working through it, as 
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we are making history of it. But in fact, as you look at what happens around you a lot, 
it’s much more problematic, it’s much more fluid. 

So Menand had this view yesterday, and I said to myself, If I would summarize how I 
was experiencing intellectual life when it first hit me in my early twenties, it was 
something like Louis Menand yesterday. It was like Harold Garfinkel and William S. 
Robinson, that I suppose, in the cultural studies tradition, we now talk about there are 
alternative ways of narrating experience, and this was one way of thinking about it. It 
was forty-five years ago, but it does seem to me to have a resonation.  

Wilmot: When you say that you brought those tools to examining or linking your community, 
what do you mean? When you’re talking about Los Angeles. 

Duster: Well, things were actually at that point in my life sitting rather fluid, too. The Civil 
Rights Movement did seem to be shaping how—at that time, “liberal” was a good 
word, it wasn’t a dirty word—and so liberals who were all around the campuses and 
all around the world I was in—the Civil Rights Movement, the Congress of Racial 
Equality, the NAACP—all had this hope that this was all transformative, this was all 
going to be changing.  

And they weren’t wrong. It’s not as though they were simply whistling in the wind, 
but there was this feeling that America was in transition. So for me, it was a kind of 
ratification of this idea that social life is much more fluid. If you were living in the 
rural South, you wouldn’t think so, you know? Sharecroppers who were working the 
fields in 1957 that were black did not see what I saw as a fluid America, but as a grad 
student at UCLA in that period, I was seeing a lot more fluidity. That’s what I mean 
about Menand’s point. It does depend on where you are located, what you happen to 
see, how you interpret the world.  

And it made sense to me that I was now in a situation where I couldn’t have been in 
Chicago. Chicago was much more staid, much more clear about the social categories. 
Over here was the German community, over here were the Greeks, over here were 
the Italians, and so on. And Cicero you didn’t go to if you were black. [chuckles] 

But Los Angeles was much more fluid, much more of a sense that things were in the 
process of changing. 

Wilmot: Who were your colleagues in your program? Who were your friends? 

Duster: Let’s see, it was a joint program, anthropology and sociology, and so I counted 
among my best friends two or three anthropologists—a guy named John Kennedy, 
who was a wonderful—I can also say here I was the young kid on the block. 
Everybody else—this is probably the most important part of the story which I am just 
now thinking about. The people who came in the field were not young people who 
had gone through four years of undergraduate, then moved directly to grad school. 
They had come to the discipline or to anthropology after sometimes ten, fifteen, 
twenty years.  

One of the persons who fit this description was Egon Bittner. Now, Egon had been in 
Buchenwald, part of the Holocaust, met his wife in the camps. He was thirty-eight. 
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And he would tell me these stories. I mean, I’m this young kid from Chicago, age 
twenty-one, and Egon would tell me about the camps. He and I became close friends.  

Or Peter McHugh, who was a sociologist. By that time, he was in his late twenties, 
probably twenty-nine or thirty. I was, again, twenty-one, so he saw himself as 
perhaps my older sibling and he acted that way with me. Peter had seen a lot of the 
world. He had been writing film scripts. He had done things in Hollywood. He’d 
done things in New York. Now he came back to graduate school to get a PhD.  

I was the only person in my circle there who hadn’t done something in the world, just 
come out of undergraduate life, and I was, like, me watching a ping-pong match. I’d 
be watching conversations, and I was fascinated by the kind of—you know, the 
Buchenwald imagery, the Hollywood name.  

There was Gerald Platt, who was also a very good friend of mine. Now, Platt had 
been a Golden Gloves boxer. A tough, working-class Jewish kid from Brooklyn. He 
was in his mid twenties. He talked with a kind of a tough New York accent, had a 
jutting jaw, and had had it broken because of the fist fighting. He was a character. He 
was a remarkable character. 

And so I was meeting all these people. I could name another ten or twenty, but the 
point is it was all this stuff happening, and I was the kid. I was the kid. I told this 
story to [Howard] Howie Becker, who has a very similar tale about Chicago, that he 
was the kid. It’s hard to transform yourself as you’re growing older from someone 
who imprints yourself as the kid. He and I were both twenty, twenty-one when we 
out into the world of graduate programs. Our friends were thirty, thirty-five, and 
thirty-eight. So we were the kids. 

And I was well into my fifties before I realized I wasn’t a kid anymore. [laughs] It’s 
an imprint, you know? I was the kid! And Howie has the same story about himself. 
He’s now in his seventies, but he’s still the kid. 

Wilmot: When did you—Russ [Ellis] told me this story about you, that he first met you—
when he first encountered you, you were wearing painter’s clothes? You were in your 
painter’s clothes, and you had some kind of large, special apparatus for playing music 
or something? 

Duster: [laughs] 

Wilmot: And he describes you in this way. Of course, I’m really interested to know about this 
meeting, but of course I’m also wondering were you still employing yourself in that 
way, as a painter, during that time, while you were in school? There’s two different 
questions there. 

Duster: Yes. I don’t remember this encounter or this exchange with Russ. People remember 
you in different ways. I’m sure if I told him how I remember him the first time, he 
would laugh, too. But no, I don’t remember carrying around a huge box, although I 
did have—this was before we had these mini little discs, and so in order to hear your 
music going, you had to have pretty good-sized boom boxes. They didn’t call them 
that then, but they were something else. 
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But yes, I had a tape recorder, the old—what did they call them? Seven-eighths 
tapes? Yes. Painting? I probably did some painting, but I wasn’t doing much 
professionally. I probably was helping my sister, who at the time lived in Los 
Angeles. So there are probably moments like that, where I was doing some painting, 
carrying around music. 

Wilmot: Okay. That’s funny. The way he described it, it sounded like you kind of arrived on 
the scene with the classical music playing. It sounded really exciting. 

Duster: Well, it was very much a part of my life then. I probably spent a higher proportion of 
my monthly salary on music than on food. 

Wilmot: Hmm. What kind of music were you buying? 

Duster: Look behind you. [referring to extensive record collection] 

Wilmot: Yeah, I see this.  

Duster: That’s approximately a third of my collection. 

Wilmot: Where is the other two-thirds housed? 

Duster: Over the years, I’ve either given it away or it’s upstairs in some back room. At a 
certain point, I did switch over to CDs. 

Cándida Smith: So we’re talking how many LP albums there, a couple of thousand? 

Duster: Over the years, I probably collected more than four or five thousand albums. 

Wilmot: So at this time, what were you buying? What were you collecting? 

Duster: Oh, mainly classical, although some jazz, some blues, and some pop, but I think the 
major part of my collection was classical. No question about that. 

Wilmot: And at one time I think you mentioned that your brother was the one who kind of got 
you into music. 

Duster: Yes. He introduced me to what was then—became, for a least a good part of my life, 
my passion for music. 

Wilmot: Okay. Which brother was this? 

Duster: Donald. Third brother. 

Wilmot: Donald. Okay.  

Cándida Smith: In addition to the UCLA community, were you getting to familiarize yourself with 
the South Central L.A. community, with the black institutions there? 
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Duster: Only civil-rights-related things. If there was a meeting or something about the new 
CORE chapter, maybe I would go to the meeting, but I was such a—I don’t know—
in some ways a one-dimensional student. I was working a lot at the university in the 
evenings, so I really wasn’t part of the black community. I didn’t go to the church 
meetings, I didn’t go to the institutions which were shaping some of these. I would go 
to meetings about civil rights, I didn’t attend the church which would produce the 
people who would then be part of this movement. So no, I wasn’t part of the South 
Central community, organizational structures. 

Wilmot: And you met Aaron Cicourel? 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: At UCLA? 

Duster: Yes. Aaron had just finished his PhD at Cornell [University] and had come to Los 
Angeles to work with Harold Garfinkel on a joint book on methods and theory. 
Harold was supposed to write the theory part; Aaron, the methods part. Aaron and I 
became friends in this period. That’s another story, about how that book never got 
written. Aaron wrote the methods book on his own, after about five years of being in 
a tension with Harold. But Aaron had left Northwestern as an assistant professor, and 
I went back a year later to get my PhD, so I followed him back to Northwestern. It 
wasn’t the reason, but that happened to be the sequence. 

Wilmot: I understand. 

You talked a little bit about your dissertation the last time we spoke, the last time we 
met. I’m wondering, as your time at Northwestern drew to a close—I understand you 
were a lecturer there by that time—what did your opportunity horizon look like? 

Duster: This was the opposite of the current period, in the sense that no matter what you did, 
no matter who you are, higher education was opening up. The market was 
extraordinary. If you got a PhD at a major university, you would be recruited by 
deans and provosts. They’d come and ask you if you would come and—[laughs]—so 
it was the opposite of what you see now. I knew by this time— 

Let me back up, because I should probably say this as well. I never intended to be a 
professor.  

Wilmot: You said that. 

Duster: I did. I said this. Okay, good. So, all right, so let’s fast forward. By the time I’m in 
my fourth or fifth year of graduate school, I realized something’s happened to me, 
that I’m now in conversations with people, and the first-year grad students are 
watching a ping-pong match. That is, the thing that I described myself being 
overwhelmed by, the capacity of people to put together ideas from two or three 
centuries. They could craft a language which put together [Søren] Kierkegaard and 
some ideas from some philosopher from the seventeenth century, put together with 
Baron Montesquieu and then to turn a phrase about the economy.  
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Some people found this silly, superficial, intellectual dancing, but I found it 
interesting that people could do this, and often they could make sense. So unlike 
people who I would hear later on put this down, I found it fascinating. So that was the 
ping-pong match, and I was always on the side, watching people do this who were, of 
course, quite skilled and practiced. 

By the time I’m in my last year of graduate school, I still think I’m not going to 
become a professor. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I don’t know where I’m 
going to be in my world, but thinking that becoming a professor doesn’t make any 
sense to me. I don’t think I have the aptitude, the skill, the temperament, for 
lecturing. It seems like you have to know a lot, and so on, and one never thinks one 
knows enough. 

So when I figured out that people now thought that it was a natural thing for me to 
do, I was surprised. Why would anybody think that that would be the natural 
dénouement of a career? Because one has never been taught, after all, to teach, in 
graduate school. As you know, you simply do what you do—you write your thesis, 
and then you’re out in the world. So I had no training. I had given a few lectures, and 
I thought I had done, at best, moderately well. I certainly was not a good lecturer, by 
my own reckoning. 

So, yeah, I had no intention of going on. And so when I began to get these offers—
and I got offers! I was just about to leave to go to Sweden on a post-doc, and 
[Seymour] Martin Lipset came through the University of Chicago to give a series of 
lectures. He came to Northwestern to meet me, because he had been told that there 
were these two or three people he should meet. So he interviewed me. He was at 
[University of California] Berkeley at the time. He’s a big figure in the field. This is 
one of the big names in the discipline. And he was coming to interview me? To 
convince me to come to Berkeley? 

So this was strange. Now, it turns out that—Marty talks a lot. He talked the whole 
hour. I probably talked for five minutes. And I think because of that, because he 
thought I was a good listener, he thought that I was probably intelligent. [laughs] And 
has been a strong sponsor of mine ever since that, that fifty-five-to-five ratio. 

Anyway, I left to go to Sweden on a post-doc. I decided, no, I did not want to go into 
teaching, certainly not right away. I had this offer from Uppsala University, and I 
took it. In Sweden, I got—sight unseen, no interviews—I got four telegrams. No, 
three telegrams and one letter, all offers to come back and join the faculty in the 
United States. It was 1963, it must have been, yeah. 

So there you have it. I mean, it wasn’t as though I had to do what these poor grad 
students do now, right? They’ve got to publish, compete, get on the job market, go 
and give job talks, if they’re lucky, get a final interview, put their wares out there and 
then be told, often, “No.”  

Cándida Smith: Well, if you weren’t planning on becoming a professor, were you thinking along the 
lines of a research institute, a think tank? 
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Duster: I didn’t have a very formed idea. I knew I would get a job someplace. I thought 
maybe I would do research, I would be involved in some kind of activity. 

Cándida Smith: [sneezes] 

Wilmot: Bless you. 

Duster: Bless you. 

Cándida Smith: Thank you. 

Duster: But, no, I didn’t have a well-formed idea of a career, Richard, I was just traipsing 
along. I knew that I’d get a job. I just didn’t know where. By this time, I probably 
was thinking, probably half-time in a university someplace. I had friends like Howie 
Becker, who were making careers without teaching. Howie at the time was just doing 
journeyman research and getting along. There was soft money. This was a period of a 
lot of money in social science. You could get money from the Ford Foundation or 
Rockefeller and go off and do things, so there were careers out there that were 
doable, and it was clear to me it was possible. 

But, no, I did not intend to become a professor. So I get these offers. I’m sitting in 
my room in Uppsala, and I get these offers. What am I going to do? So obviously, I 
took one of them. Riverside. 

Wilmot: How did the opportunity at Uppsala come into being? Did you make that happen? 

Duster: Oh, you know, again, we’re back to how we began here, namely events happen, and 
then later on you think that of course I always intended to go to my post-doc at 
Uppsala. No, it just happened. I don’t really have a coherent memory about where 
agency was here. Was I the one who initiated this? It could have been that I heard 
about this, I heard about the Swedish government post-doctoral fellowship in 
whatever it was. I think I may have been the one who applied. It could have been that 
someone said, “Hey, let me tell you what’s going on here, and this person at Uppsala 
knows X. X is a contact. Call this person.” But somehow all this came together, and 
suddenly I was offered this post-doc, which was a Swedish government fellowship 
for a year in Uppsala University.  

So I took it. It would be a mistake to try to recreate a kind of coherent reason why I 
took it. It was just I didn’t want to teach. It was a post-doctoral fellowship, Swedish 
government. Hey! I had been in this country for a long time, and I was getting a little 
bit antsy about what I was seeing. I didn’t like a lot of the social, political stuff. 
Things had not moved fast enough for me. 

By this time, I would have probably counted myself as politically progressive. I 
wouldn’t have said that three or four years prior to that. By now, I was starting to get 
a sense of myself and the politics end of the world that I was living in, and this was 
the beginning of the really strong anti-Civil Rights Movement. Sort of the white 
backlash was starting. This was the beginning of the white citizens’ councils. This 
was the bulldogs on television, the dogs on television, you know. Fierce anti-black 
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stuff was going on in the country. So it seemed to be an interesting idea to get a little 
distance on it, go away for a year. 

Cándida Smith: Swedish social democracy was something of interest to you? 

Duster: Yes. It was certainly fascinating. I had read enough. I knew Marquis Childs’ Sweden 
[Sweden: The Middle Way], which was one of the classics of the period. In between 
the communism on the one hand and capitalism on the other, there was this idea of 
social democracy. The Social Democrats had been in power now, and they had this 
rather extensive control and they had a welfare system. There was no poverty in 
Sweden. This was before Vietnam, so there was not much of a presence of people of 
color in Sweden. 

So we can digress a little bit, if you want, and I’ll tell you a few stories about how in 
Sweden—I mean, actually, I learned to speak Swedish. There was always this 
craziness about race relations because, on the one hand, the Swedes would take the 
position that they transcended this thing called race problems, and they were appalled 
that America was lagging behind their advanced understanding of race when in fact 
Sweden never had to deal with race. This was 1963.  

And so this was all pre-consciousness for them. They were simply mouthing off 
about race relations then. I would be in cities sometimes in the north of Sweden, in 
Umeå, which is very far north. People had never seen a person who was not Swedish. 
They had never seen a black person, never seen an Asian. And they would just be 
fascinated, and they would come up to me, and they would ask me, in Swedish, 
questions. When I would answer, they would almost faint. It was strange. Now it 
seems like it’s crazy, but I remember some kids running around, shouting and 
screaming, in Swedish, “He can speak Swedish! He can speak Swedish!” They were 
just fascinated that I could say these things in Swedish. I mean, I wasn’t fluent. They 
would ask me what time it was, and I would reply with some phrases. Then they 
asked me more questions, and then they started jumping up and dancing and singing. 
“He can speak! He can speak!” 

Anyway, there was in Sweden this arrogance about race relations, which I used to 
bring to the attention of some of my colleagues at Uppsala University, and they 
thought I was out of touch, that the Swedes really were much more sophisticated than 
I was describing.  

I also had a funny conversation with Gunnar Myrdal. Do you know who he is? 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Wilmot: Yes. 

Duster: I went to see him, and I was this brash young arrogant twenty-six-year-old, and he 
was this grand figure, who had written or had, rather, been the senior editor of and 
the primary author of one of the definitive works on American race relations. I said to 
him that I thought he was wrong [laughs], that the American dilemma wasn’t a 
dilemma at all, that American whites were not suffering from an internal moral crisis, 
which was the argument of The American Dilemma. The argument was how can a 
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nation which says, on the one hand, we’re all equal and have a strong individualized 
libertarian tradition, at the same time live with and ratify inequality? So he said 
America had this crisis of confidence, and it would ultimately come to a conclusion 
and resolve it. 

So I said I saw almost no evidence of that, that the people who were very strongly 
anti-black were not twisting in moral anguish, that they had come to a resolution. 
How I came to that conclusion is not important here, but it was simply that I was 
saying the people that I knew had been able to resolve it by suggesting that blacks 
were really inferior and that they deserved their position, that it wasn’t as though 
whites had kept blacks down, that the South in particular had the view that, well, 
people just don’t work hard, they’re lazy and so forth. 

So I was arguing the other way around. The point is not that I was either right or 
wrong but that I was having this strong conversation with Myrdal at the age of 
twenty-six, and he was, by this time, probably in his sixties and quite a figure. And 
he got quite agitated and got angry, as opposed to trying to explain to me his position 
and justifying it. Here was another bit of insight, though, I got. Myrdal decided he 
was going to impress me by doing what I call name slinging. Not just name-
dropping. He would say, “Well, I was just in Paris last year with Richard Wright. 
Richard Wright thinks I’m right. And I was just in New York two months ago with 
Ralph Bunche, who thinks I’m right.” He gave me about five or six people that he 
had just talked to and thought that he was right and, in effect, said, “And you, you 
young whippersnapper, [laughs] you have your nerve coming in here!”  

Well, that was, for me, interesting, but ten years later I was back in Sweden, and I 
was watching Swedish television with my then wife. The Myrdals come on. It was 
Gunnar and Alva Myrdal, and they’re talking about—there’s sort of a retrospective 
on their lives, and Myrdal actually says, “There was this person who came from 
California, and he actually thought that America didn’t have a problem, that it had 
resolved the American dilemma.” 

Then he actually did say some things which interested me. He said, “He could see 
why I would conclude that, but I was wrong.” It’s funny, isn’t it, that he would have 
that much of a reaction. I think the answer is that in those circles, especially in 
Sweden, one almost never gets challenged. He was a great figure. I was saying—and 
I came from a position, at least from where he saw it, of some local authority. I was, 
after all, an American black, who had seen and said some things that he hadn’t heard 
before. So he actually had a response to this. 

Anyway, that’s a slight digression, but it was part of my time in Sweden to have 
come up against this situation, where I thought Sweden, much like the rest of Europe, 
had not come to terms with race relations and yet had a kind of glib attempt to place 
themselves apart from what was happening in South Africa and the United States, as 
if it would never happen in Europe. 

Wilmot: It almost sounds a little bit like Myrdal had misunderstood what you said, in his 
response. 

Duster: Well, maybe, yeah. 
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Wilmot: So you mentioned you had a wife. 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: What’s her name? 

Duster: Marie. 

Wilmot: Marie. 

Duster: Right. We were married for ten years. We met actually at a quite romantic situation, 
on a boat from New York harbor to Gothenburg [Sweden]. She was going back home 
to Sweden; I was leaving to go to Uppsala. So that year, we spent in Uppsala and 
Stockholm before she left. We were going back and forth. And came back from this 
country and spent a few years and then got married. 

Wilmot: Where did you live when you were in Sweden, Uppsala? 

Duster: Uppsala? 

Wilmot: Yes. Was that a dorm situation, or did you live in the community? 

Duster: I lived in what was called student housing, and it’s not the same as a dorm. Student 
housing in Sweden is more of an adult situation, where there are no controls. It’s like 
student apartments. Back in that period in America, dormitories had a lot of controls. 
You had something like a dorm person who actually would keep records, that kind of 
thing. But it was more like student housing. Student apartments is what they called 
them. 

Wilmot: What were you working on while you were there? 

Duster: I was working on a series of issues, some of which came to no end. I mean, they were 
sort of projects I was thinking about and working on that never really came to some 
fruition. I remember working on a series of articles on the American city. I remember 
writing about and sending off for publication essays on the way in which American 
cities were being reconfigured because of the patterns of racial segregation and that 
how you’d find increasingly metropolitan governments, as opposed to central cities 
having power. I think I never even published those essays. 

Cándida Smith: What kind of resource materials were you using for that? Since you were located in 
Uppsala. 

Duster: Yes. I’ve forgotten exactly how I was doing this, but I had lot of information about 
U.S. demography and patterns of segregation. They may have been articles or things 
I had taken with me. I had this project in my mind for a long time, and I simply took 
articles with me and was putting it together, but, as I said, it never came to much in 
the way of publication. It was simply an idea that fascinated me for this period.  

I remember sending off to a few places, and the response was not so much that I was 
wrong, but that the whole basic premise was just not conceivable, that America 
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would never move away from city governments to metropolitan governments; there 
would always be—well, anyway, it was what’s called a false lead, a trail that never 
came to fruition, and so I put it aside. 

So the period in Sweden was not so much—that first year there was not one in which 
I was doing work that came to any fruition. That was not true the second time. I went 
back to Sweden. By the time I went back to Sweden, I was much more focused on 
what I was doing and actually wrote my first book there in 1967. I framed it there, 
and I wrote it— 

Cándida Smith: The Legislation of Morality? 

Duster: Yes, right, right. Then I wrote some other things which were also published. I mean, I 
did work on higher education in Sweden.  

Cándida Smith: Were you working with particular people in Sweden? Did you have a host that was 
important in terms of intellectual work or even allocation of resources? 

Duster: Yes. The first time I was there—that was in ‘62—it was almost entirely bureaucratic. 
There was nothing in terms of intellectual focus, which may explain why I told you 
what happened. I was just sort of farming around, looking for projects and doing 
things on my own. But the rector of the university was a man named Torgny 
Segerstedt. He was also a professor of sociology, and he had been the main person 
who I think was responsible for my coming there. But once I got there, we had a most 
cordial relationship. I mean, I spent one evening in a real conversation with him, but 
mainly it was seminars, where he was the chair and I would just sort of sit there and 
listen and talk. But there was no coherent intellectual project there. 

Now, that was not true the second time. The second time when I was there, I was not 
just a post-doc. By now I had spent four years—I was coming from Berkeley, and I 
had an appointment as a researcher, so I had a full-time research position at the 
Center for Research and Development in Higher Education here at Berkeley, and I 
was fully funded, through UC. And so I had my own office there, in terms of money, 
but then I had people in Stockholm and Uppsala who were now friends of mine, who 
I had met in that first period, who then put me in touch with other people, Arnie 
Trenkell, the psychologist at Stockholm University, and Torsten Husén, who was a 
big figure in higher education in Stockholm.  

They each gave me offices, so I had offices in both places. It was called the Svenska 
Dagbladet Building, a very pleasant environment. My colleague and friend, Jack 
Doyle, was there with me in Stockholm. 

Cándida Smith: From Northwestern? 

Duster: Yes. He had actually—now, I’ve forgotten the reason why he was there, but he also 
was—he was there for a full year when I was there. It could have been personal. His 
wife was Swedish, and maybe he had a job there, but he wasn’t going to school. I 
know that. By that time, he finished. It’s been too long. That’s 1966. [chuckles]  
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So then I definitely had intellectual resources and the auspices of two or three major 
figures in the field. I was collecting data on higher education control in Sweden. I 
spent part of the time traveling to different places, all fine universities. I interviewed 
people. 

Cándida Smith: The comparative study of U.S. and Swedish higher education is very interesting, the 
juxtaposition of the institutional cultures. 

Duster: Right. Right. So by that time, I did have a project. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: Yes. I guess the study was never published as a book. It was released as— 

Duster: Right. A report. 

Cándida Smith: A report. What were your goals for that? 

Duster: I simply wanted to fulfill the requirement. I was sponsored by the Higher Education 
Center. I wanted to write about this topic, and I didn’t, however, think I wanted to 
turn it into a career project. As you know, once you publish something in book 
form—I learned this, by the way, from Howie Becker. Howie once said to me—he 
published the book on drugs—he said, “Welcome to the drug circuit.” I said, “No, 
Howie, this is about law and social change, of which drugs is one piece.” He said, 
“Welcome to the drug circuit.” And what he meant was true. Namely, once you have 
written about the topic, you become a drug expert. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: I didn’t feel like I wanted to work so much in this area. I wanted to work on the topic, 
but I didn’t want to spend two or three years polishing that work and turning it into a 
monograph, and I did want to do that with this book on drugs, and that was right at 
the same time, so I sort of elected to take the book on the history of drugs and turn it 
into a major publication. I left the other one to just be a report. 

Cándida Smith: In terms of the report, did you have any hopes for the impact it might have, even as a 
report? 

Duster: You always have some view that maybe it will have a little impact, but—I may have 
said this to you earlier, I have this strategy. I had rather low expectations that my 
work is going to have a big impact, and so if it has any impact, I’m surprised and 
happy. [laughs] 

Wilmot: I don’t know if you said that before. Hmm. 

Duster: [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: I guess the degree to which that report reflects not only your study of the two specific 
systems but the comparisons you were making of the social structures of the two 
countries, as you came to live in Sweden. You talked about their naiveté on the race 
issue at that time, but did it live up to your expectations in other areas? Was there 
greater egalitarian—? 
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Duster: Yes. That’s a good question. Part of this certainly did. I was very much impressed 
with the Swedish capacity to not complain about high taxes and to turn those taxes 
into good services, where there was health or education or hygiene or cleanliness or 
order. I mean, all those features we just lack. It’s just extraordinary to me, coming 
from Chicago, the Near South Side, where there was the opposite mode: massive 
differences in wealth between people. 

The Swedish upper middle class was taxed at about 55 or 60 percent. I remember one 
of my colleagues telling me that at my income level, I’d be taxed at about 55 percent 
if I were in Sweden. That’s what he was taxed by. And he wasn’t crying the blues. 
He was simply saying, “And in return for that, we get all these good things. We 
handle all these issues like poverty and national health.” So that was impressive to 
me. I did find the Swedish attitude quite interesting, and maybe some part of it I think 
the Americans would do well to emulate.  

But there was another part of the Swedish experience which I found difficult, and that 
was part of what I was saying about race relations, but it reverberated into other 
aspects of their views about politics and social relationships. If only if one could get a 
handle on things in a linear and rational way. It was almost a kind of naïve view that 
if people had more information, they’d act right, or if they had right moral instruction 
they’d act right. I mean, they didn’t have a good sense of power politics, of interest-
group politics, of people seizing and holding power because it’s good for their group.  

I used to be fascinated by people who were otherwise quite, I thought, smart, who 
had these views that—there was a whole lot of information gathering, and people 
would be convinced that if you simply gave them the right information, like—. So 
yes, a lot of that. I’ll give you a good example. And it’s admirable, but it’s also naïve 
in the American context. The Swedes actually have something called a public debate, 
and every month there’ll be something in the newspapers where there’ll be a topic 
that they’ll take, and they’ll present lots of data on both sides and there’ll be these 
positions, and there will be therefore the idea that the more informed electorate will 
make the right decision. 

Now, that may have changed, but certainly when I was there, that was the overriding 
and overarching view of how social policy should be formed. Now, that’s admirable. 
At one level, you say, “Well, yeah, informed citizenry. That’s the basis for a good 
democracy.” But to think that it’s only about information gathering as opposed to 
interests—. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: Of course, that idea is not entirely foreign to the United States, either, though. The 
political realities are complex. 

Duster: Yes. I think that American politicians and intellectuals will tell you something front-
stage and then backstage something else. 

Cándida Smith: Right. 

Duster: I think what I was struck by was that Swedish intellectuals seemed to be saying, “Just 
get the information out there.” 
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Cándida Smith: I think of Clark Kerr’s book, The Uses of the University, it’s very much, “If we can 
just, in a politically neutral way, present information to the public.” 

Duster: It’s out there. No, I think you’re right. There certainly is a tradition of American 
intellectuals, like the technocrats, who give information that’s going to be neutral. I 
meant as well, however, that matters of, say, poverty could be solved. I would say, 
well, Jacob Riis wrote something called How the Other Half Lives. People actually 
were given—it’s not as though information is going to do this. He’ll say, “Oh, there’s 
poverty in America?” Or Michael Harrington’s book, where he reveals how much 
poverty there is.  

And that was what I was saying to Myrdal. [Many white Americans justify racial 
stratification by saying,] “Those people are on the bottom, and they’re poor because 
they deserve to be on the bottom and they’re poor. They either don’t work hard, or 
they don’t have long-term plans.” You know—what’s his name? [Edward C.] 
Banfield and that whole—what is it called? The Moral Basis of a Backward Society 
[written with Laura Fasano Banfield and published in February 1967]. The whole 
idea that people are on the bottom not because of anything other than their own lack 
of will, the lack of agency, their lack of skills. “If they just would get themselves 
together and pull, you know, by their own bootstraps.” I mean, that’s some strong 
stuff. I don’t know. 

Cándida Smith: Yes, or [Daniel Patrick] Moynihan’s Culture and Pathology, if that’s the right—
something like that. 

Duster: There was—what’s his name? Not Moynihan. The Culture of Poverty. It doesn’t 
matter. The anthropologist. Lewis, Oscar Lewis. 

Cándida Smith: Right, yes. 

Duster: Which Moynihan then picks up and talks about the black family in those terms, as a 
self-fulfilling pathology, that if they just stopped making babies at age fifteen—
[laughs] 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: Right. 

Cándida Smith: What about European sociology? Did you become more knowledgeable about 
contemporary trends in not only Swedish but continental sociology, things that you 
might not have been aware of working within the US? 

Duster: Yes, but not as much as I think I would have had I gone to France or Germany. I 
think the Swedes were much more insular, and the work that was going on in Sweden 
was much more in the American tradition, much more empirical. You simply do a 
study of some phenomenon, as opposed to questioning or challenging the whole 
infrastructure of thought, the Foucauldian or the Gramscian or the Mannheimian. I 
mean, there are any number of great figures in other parts of Europe who would 
challenge some fundamental conceptions of society in ways that I thought the 
Swedish intellectuals were not doing so. They were more the technocrats. They were 
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more, “Let’s just get the data and publish it, and things will change,” as opposed to, 
“What are the questions being asked about the data?” In that sense, I think, no, I was 
not, in Sweden, made as aware as I was later in my own country about figures who I 
thought were raising much more fundamental questions. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. Okay. But, in Sweden, for whatever reason, perhaps in part because of the 
Social Democratic hegemony, did scholarly research then actually lead to public 
policy changes? 

Duster: Yes. That’s the other part of the story, and I think you put your finger on it. Because 
the Social Democrats were in power, they actually had sociologists and economists 
who were progressives who were their close allies and consultants. People like the 
Myrdals were also in the government. [Ulf] Himmelstrand and Segerstedt and all 
those people were not just, as in the United States, either critics, nay-sayers, on the 
outside, shouting, being critical. They actually had a voice and were often in the halls 
of power. 

Cándida Smith: I wanted to talk about some of your research. I was thinking particularly the question 
of deviancy that seems to be a major thrust of your research at this point. And I 
wonder if we could start by how you understood the overall work that was going on 
in deviancy and how, then, you framed your particular work to position itself within 
that set of debates. 

Duster: Yes. Harold Garfinkel is sort of central here in that Garfinkel influenced me and 
many others who worked in this tradition in this idea that normality and deviance 
were in this continuous danse macabre or pas de deux or you name it. That is, you 
couldn’t have one without the other, that there was always a connection between 
what was deviant and what was normal. 

What was fascinating for me was to take that angle, which was to say that the study 
of deviance was about the study of normality. It was not about deviance. It was about 
people who get to call themselves normal, and what is the architecture of their 
thought and capacity of their power to frame the world in such a way that they 
become normal and others become deviant. 

It’s the same argument or, rather, the same frame that I have for—people say to me I 
am being political and that they’re not. It is the most political of acts to be able to say 
about yourself, you’re just telling a truth about the world, and those who are your 
challengers are being political. That for me is the normal and the deviance. It’s a 
different dance, but it’s the same, yes, it’s the same scaffolding. I’m mixing 
metaphors here, but the idea is this—for me, the study of drug policy or the study of 
incarceration was about the study of people in power. And that was the flip side of 
the way I thought people often looked at it. You were studying, for example, how 
those people got in prison, so therefore, what’s wrong with them? Okay? That’s a 
typical frame in criminology before Garfinkel and the phenomenologists and before 
the real insurgency of some of the Marxist theorists in the sixties. Very different 
angles, but a similar kind of question. 

And if you raise the question: what makes those people deviant and what’s inside of 
them? Then you go to the abnormal psychology, to the molecular biological, to the 
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neurotransmitters. How come those people behave that way? Well, let’s go inside 
their brains or inside their genes and find out. 

For me, the sociology of deviance was much more interesting, challenging and, of 
course, counterintuitive because it said every society generates its own kind of 
deviance, so the question is what is it in that society that creates that form of 
deviance? That’s a different question, so now the focus of my interest was never on 
“the deviant;” it was on the forces—cultural, political and social—that generate that 
form.  

I use the example of how the Soviets would create out of these Georgian street 
dealers the deviant, and what was the deviant? Well, it was someone who on the 
streets would sell you blue jeans or silk stockings. So “the deviant” in Russia in 1962 
when I was there was this person who, on the streets of New York, was doing normal 
business; it was the capitalist. 

But I wanted more than simply to say about that, “So, you see, it’s all a matter of 
perspective.” I wanted to say, “It’s a matter of what the frame is for the conception of 
normality,” see? 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: The drug dealer in America, we don’t think of them like the person selling blue jeans 
on the streets of the Soviet Union, on the streets of Russia; we think of this person as 
typically having these kinds of moral problems—selling crack and cocaine—and we 
would regard the person selling blue jeans and stockings as normal. 

So yes, it’s hard, again, to distill a frame quickly, but I think if I were to try, it would 
be that my interest in the study of deviance is counterintuitive. It’s not to study 
deviance, it’s to study the architecture of thought of people who get to call 
themselves normal. 

Cándida Smith: So then you set up or you got involved in a number of different study areas. I wonder 
if you could help us see how the progression of those studies— 

Duster: Sure. Well, history of drugs fascinated me, in part because those who were deviants 
changed so dramatically over a full century. It starts off with mainly white females, 
among all those who were, quote, “morphine and heroin addicts” in the late 
nineteenth century. Most were white, most were female, most were actually middle 
class. And then, of course, counterintuitive by the time you get to the 1920s, most 
people who are drug addicts are males and are working class, increasingly of color. 

So then the question is, it’s not the drug. If it’s the same thing, it’s actually morphine 
or heroin. It’s the morphine base. It’s the opium base. So you can’t tell the players by 
looking at the pharmacology of the drug. Something else is explaining this thing 
called the denouement of drug policy and drug law and drug demonization. 

So that’s part one. So that interested me, how this same thing called “being a drug 
addict” had changed its meaning so dramatically over a full century, and who was 
being characterized as “the deviant” had changed so much. 
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Now, because of that book, I was then invited to become kind of a consultant on a lot 
of biomedical stuff, because drugs were biomedicalized in this country, so the NIH 
[National Institutes of Health] would always have a bunch of us—Howie Becker 
called it “the drug circuit”—come to Washington, and we’d be on these panels, and 
we’d hand out money from the NIH to colleges doing research on these topics. Or I 
would join the National Academy of Sciences panels on biomedical research on 
related areas, and find out about what was happening with alcoholism and cigarette 
addiction. 

There was a big national conference where they put together what they call the 
substance abuse people, and I there learned that people who did work on obesity, 
cigarettes, alcohol, and drugs all shared a kind of interesting orientation. I don’t want 
to make too much of a point of it, but I was surprised to learn that there were people 
who actually wanted to make something of this connection between what they call 
abusers. 

My reaction, as you can tell from what I said earlier, was, well, that’s not the point. 
It’s not to find out that people who have addictive personalities will shift from 
alcohol to drugs to food to cigarettes, but why are we picking these four arenas of 
investigation? Because of that, I then began to learn about what was happening with 
the biology of explanations of behavior, and that’s what really got me going.  

I mean, I was on panels. I was on the NIH—no, this was the President’s Commission 
on Mental Health, and I was on the Research Task Force. This was during the Carter 
administration. And I heard for the first time things that made my ears burn. It was 
the charge that the NIMH [National Institute of Mental Health] had perverted the 
public mission, had taken what was real mental health issues and transformed them 
into this kind of a murky territory of social problems and that now NIMH money was 
being used to study things like rape and poverty. It should really be only looking at 
schizophrenia and bipolar [disorder], because that’s what mental health is, and it 
should not be about these other issues. 

Now, why did that make me so agitated? Well, because of the way they were framing 
it, and they were people who would say things like, “Clearly, the answer to mental 
health and mental illness is biomedical and it’s genetic.” Seymour Kety was one of 
the members of the committee, and he’s one of the big guns in the country who 
argues the genetic basis of schizophrenia. Well, I couldn’t believe my ears. So I ran 
out and began reading that work, and I was struck by how insubstantial it was, how 
little they know about the genetic underpinnings of schizophrenia. There’s far more 
fluidity—sound familiar?—back to Robinson and Garfinkel. Do you see continuity 
here? 

I mean, I began to go into this body of literature and see what Harold Garfinkel and 
Robinson had been saying, that it was in no sense definitive that schizophrenia was 
genetic, in no sense definitive, by their own criteria. So I began looking at other 
claims that they were making about the biological basis for all kinds of complex 
behaviors, like alcoholism and homosexuality and intelligence. 

You had these four or five different nodes, where it was pretty much agreed upon by 
the people who were attacking the NIMH—this is the Mental Health Institute—
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which was the primary funder of social science research back in this period. They 
gave out more money than anybody else in the NIH. And they, the people who were 
attacking it, were actually therefore right, in the sense that they were saying, “Well, 
the money is not going for schizophrenia research, it’s not going for the biology of 
bipolar, it’s going for the social stuff.” And they were caustic and mean spirited 
about it. 

And it so happened, almost poetically, that [Ronald] Reagan comes to power in 1980, 
when this is at its fiercest moment. What I saw happening was that the biologists 
were getting into bed with the right wing, because it joined hands with their critique. 
The biologists of everything—the biologists of, again, intelligence, of alcoholism, of 
homosexuality, of all these four or five areas that were on people’s minds—could say 
the money is being wasted because it’s not going into genetics, neuroscience, and 
biochemistry of these diseases; it’s going into the social, economic, political 
explanations, and it’s a perversion of the mission. 

So that pushed me into another arena, and it became, for me, the sociology of 
knowledge, the sociology of science, of which my work in the last decade is I think a 
subset. I mean, I’m not interested so much in what’s happening in molecular biology 
as I’m interested in what’s happening and how we, as a nation, have begun to think 
more and more in terms of how DNA or genes would explain things. We’re much 
more, as a nation, willing and able to believe this now than we were twenty years 
ago. 

I think the reason has to do with a combination of forces, but not chief among them, 
the data. The data, like I said twenty years ago, when I first heard this argument—the 
data are not definitive. One can construct this argument in many different ways, and 
indeed, the ratification, the affirmation of this is actually coming more and more out 
of the people, themselves, in this area.  

So in the last five years, you began to see them backtracking a little bit. The claims 
they were making about the genetics of schizophrenia hasn’t fallen off, but it has on 
intelligence; it has on homosexuality; it has on other areas, because they cannot get 
any empirical—what’s it called when you do a study over and over again? 
Replications. They can’t get replications of the basic science, so you get the first two 
or three articles. Claims are made. “We’ve now found the gene for manic 
depression.” “We have located on chromosome—we’ve got what we think is this 
point at which we’re going to understand gay behavior.” Somebody comes along a 
year later. Look at the data. They can’t find it. There’s no replication. 

Now, in spite of that, we have a situation in which we’re becoming more and more 
inclined to believe these articles or these claims that are being made about the 
biological basis of all kinds of complex behaviors, and so, again, you probably can 
hear some continuity in this twisted account of mine, where I’m saying the data 
aren’t there, so what’s explaining this attempt or this inclination to see the world this 
way? Why is it so seductive to want to believe that there is a biological basis for 
intelligence or alcoholism? 

A good example is the fact that alcoholism rates are very high among Native 
Americans, aborigines in Australia, First Nations people up in Canada. I always 
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assumed, well, that’s pretty clear—what do they have in common? Ripped out of 
their own circumstances, the law, and so and so on. On panels with people in the 
molecular biological field, people who are in the genetics of this, they say, “No, no, 
no. We’re doing empirical work right now.” “On what?” “The genetics of 
alcoholism.” And how are they doing this? They’re getting the DNA from 
aboriginals, from people from Native American tribes, and from First Nations people.  

So what for me is a rather transparent commonality in the experiences of these, 
quote, “free” peoples—and they share nothing in terms of their specific “alcohol-
related” DNA, you know? What they share is being ripped out of their circumstances, 
two or three centuries, at least, of, obviously, oppression. And yet people are running 
around talking about the genetics of alcoholism. The same is true of schizophrenia, 
by the way. It’s also true for homosexuality. 

So sociology of knowledge. What is it about these people, about the people who call 
themselves normal [chuckles] that animates them to frame the problem that way? So 
we’re back to where we began. What is it about my interest in this topic of deviance 
and abnormality? It’s not that I think one can understand alcoholism by going to the 
alcoholics. The answer for me has always been a lie, and those people who think 
they’ve got a handle on this by calling themselves the “normals,” well—and so on 
and so on. So that’s—if it’s not a thread, maybe it’s a wire that twists and bends 
through I think my interest in the last period. 

Cándida Smith: What about the shifts in your methodological approach? In Sweden, you did the 
laboratory experiment that led to the article in Social Psychiatry. 

Duster: Yes. I definitely have moved almost entirely away from anything resembling lab 
work and lab experiments. I’m not opposed to it; it’s just that I don’t think it gets me 
to the kinds of questions which I think need to be raised about these topics. I’m much 
more likely to believe that the questions that need to be answered can’t be answered 
in a laboratory setting.  

You can raise certain questions. See, I have a very different attitude than many of my 
colleagues, who take the view that you do ethnographic work so that you can raise 
questions that you can then go and do the real science with. For them, that means big 
surveys or massive data sets with epidemiological or demographic interpretations. 
I’m now much more inclined than I was, obviously, back in my youth to say, “No, 
no, that’s not right. The question is what question are you raising?”  

So the question for me is much more about knowledge production at the site of the 
question that’s raised about the society. And that you can’t get in a laboratory. 
Indeed, maybe by the time you get to a data set called “the census,” you can’t get 
there either; you have to have another frame. And that seems like frame analysis or—
I don’t mean [Erving] Goffman, I mean just changing the frame may help understand 
more than collecting data. 

Wilmot: Are there people who are your colleagues who also engaged in the study of deviance 
in this way, from that perspective, from that angle? 
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Duster: Yes, although I think what’s happened in the last decade is that my interests and my 
work has now shifted more over into the sociology of science, the sociology of 
knowledge, and away from deviance per se. It does come back to it, but in ways that I 
just described, so that I’m not so much looking at rates of incarceration except 
through the lens of the forces that play, that explain why so many black youth are 
caught up in the system of criminal justice.  

So that’s not so much about, again, deviance, but that’s about the system of criminal 
justice and where one aims the artillery on the war on drugs. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: It’s a different question. Now, you asked me if my colleagues— 

Wilmot: I’m speaking more to at that time, not now, but at that time. This is more my own—I 
just don’t know. But were you one of very few people who were taking that 
perspective? 

Duster: No, no. There were actually more than a dozen of us who were all more or less 
raising these kinds of questions. I was not in any sense a leader. I was more in the 
second cohort. I would say people like Ed [Edwin] Lemert and Howie Becker had 
raised those questions first, and then I sort of came along on the second wave. So my 
contributions there are secondary. 

I think in the last decade I’ve moved away from those questions, and what’s 
interesting for me is how, through a very different lens, I’ve come back to raise 
questions about control and deviance, not, again, through the lens of what we called 
the labeling theory perspective I just described, without calling it by its name, but 
rather—I may be rambling here, but I want to come back to this in some way that 
makes sense. [pause] 

I think what’s going to happen is that this current technology with genetics, with 
looking at the DNA to explain behavior, could actually preempt certain kinds of 
studies of deviance, unless we’re very alert to the sociology of knowledge now. I can 
do this quickly. Here’s what I think is at issue—and I’m trying to put this into my 
own work, so it’s not so much a digression as it may appear, but you’ll see how I’m 
going to connect it back up to studies of deviance and control. 

You have a population that you think is “the problem” and you then look at their 
DNA. Let’s say you have a population of people who are violent or rapists or—it 
doesn’t matter what it is. Look at their DNA, and you find certain patterns. You will 
likely come to believe that the patterns in the DNA explain their behavior, so you’re 
not looking at the pathway that got them into the system that ultimately gets to their 
DNA; you’re looking, rather, at the end of a process of their being incarcerated. 

Now, if that sounds elliptical, let me just tell you about the XYY controversy and 
how it’s directly relevant. In 1965, there was a study of a Scottish prison. Of 197 
people in this, quote, “violent” prison, about eight had the extra Y chromosome, 
because most males are XY, but about eight had an extra Y chromosome. So the 
researchers said, “Oh, in the population there should only be about so many percent, 
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there should only be about three of those in this prison, but there are more than 
double.”  

Now, there are only eight people out of 197 with the extra Y chromosome. Now, 
because of the way the data were collected, people began to say, “Oh, extra Y 
chromosome males—they are really violent.” And based upon that, women have 
been aborting their extra Y chromosome fetuses. Yes. Okay. 

So this is not, therefore, just simply phantasmagorical; this is the way in which 
people get to think about deviance. They say, “Oh, we’ve got a population that’s in 
prison. They happen to be—” now, in this case, a lot blacker than those out of the 
prison, or a lot more Latino than those out of the prison, or a lot whatever, and we’re 
going to look at their DNA and see if we can find some patterns. 

I’m taking the position that unless there is a kind of social analysis and sociological 
or anthropological or whatever analysis of the long process by which people get into 
this thing called a prison, we’re going to make a fundamental mistake in interpreting 
why people behave the way they’re behaving, because of all those who commit, say, 
burglary, only about one in ten gets into a prison, so to go to their DNA is to make a 
huge mistake about burglars. It’s the same mistake with XYY chromosome. You 
don’t know about all those XYY chromosome people out here who are not 
committing crimes; all you’ve got is some cockamamie theory that because a 
percentage should be much lower, it must be the extra Y chromosome. 

So a long way from the original notion of control and deviance or normal and 
deviance. But, as you can see, there is some level at which there is a thread, a 
connection connecting my interest in the location of authority and power now and the 
capacity to determine what constitutes an explanation of what, quote, “is deviant 
behavior.”  

Cándida Smith: Of course, when you move into a framework that’s predestinatarian, then deviance 
doesn’t even seem to be a relevant category. The issue is prediction, isolation, 
control. 

Duster: Right, so one has to do a mighty work to dislodge them. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: Right. And sometimes it seems like an impossible work. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: So you wind up in Riverside. 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: After you come back from Sweden? 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: Looking at your CV in the bio-bibs, the chronology is a little confusing. 
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Duster: That’s what happens. I come back from Sweden. My first position is with Riverside. 

Wilmot: And you received that out of four offers? There were several different offers? 

Duster: Yes. Right. And I chose Riverside. 

Cándida Smith: So why? 

Duster: Well at the time, there were several reasons. First, Egon Bittner, who I had gone to 
graduate school with, had been there. He had been writing to me, telling me it was a 
good place to come. But when I arrived, he took off for Brandeis [University], so the 
year I went to Riverside in part because of Egon, Egon took off.  

Second, Aaron Cicourel was there. He was department chair, I believe, that year. And 
other people who I thought were interesting—Robert Nisbet, he was there at the time. 
And some other scholars. After all, I had lived for two years in Southern California, 
so I knew, I thought, Southern California. I was quite surprised. Riverside is quite 
different from Los Angeles, of course. 

So there were a full range of reasons, but that’s mainly it. My other offers were in 
other parts of the country, University of Oregon—. I might have been able to come 
back to Berkeley, although by that time, things had changed at Berkeley. 

Cándida Smith: Now, when were you at Berkeley before? 

Duster: I was not at Berkeley before, but Lipset, remember, had—. 

Cándida Smith: Lipset had made the offer. 

Duster: Right. Well, he had come to recruit me. And I think by saying, “No, I’m going to 
Sweden,” I had soured a few people. I don’t know this for a fact, but I heard later that 
it was like they had extended an overture—not an offer, but they had made it sound 
like if I were really interested, I might have a job, and I didn’t even bother. I said, 
“No, I’m going to Sweden.” So, “You don’t come back a second time.”  

This was a different world. This was a world in which phone calls and old boys’ 
networks were operating. There were protocols that were apparently done in those 
days and are irrelevant now. I mean, now you get up and you give a job talk. In those 
days, it was a phone call and who happened to be in town. 

I’ll never know the real answer, but, then, they don’t know the real answer now, 
either, do they? See what I’m saying? We now have the mechanisms in place that we 
think it’s much more linear and rational and coherent, but in fact people get jobs 
often in ways they’ll never understand. 

Wilmot: That’s true. 

Duster: But they come to believe that they were in this process called the distilling of the best 
and the brightest, by a process. No. 
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Wilmot: That it was fair, that it was transparent. Right? 

Duster: Yeah. 

Cándida Smith: It was complicated, surely.  

Duster: [laughs] Right, exactly right. In that sense, I’ve never believed that. You always try 
as best you can to work out the notions of fairness and justice, but, as I often tell my 
students, the short list for a job is often a crap shoot. You don’t know what the forces 
at play are. You don’t know why a particular position is on this topic, at this 
historical moment. Why in the English Department did this job come up? Well, it’s 
because the Chaucer specialist died two years ago. That’s why. Not because—and so 
on. But you don’t know that, you’re out there on the job market. 

Well, I think that’s true for a lot of these kinds of things. I got these four offers. I 
could have gotten maybe another four. I’m not sure why I went to Riverside. Aaron, 
Egon, you know, friends, Southern California. That’s what happens. 

Cándida Smith: And you were hired to be what? 

Wilmot: Assistant. 

Cándida Smith: I know, assistant professor, but your field. You were to cover what in the 
department? 

Duster: See, it’s interesting. I think it was more fluid. They knew I could teach the courses in 
deviance and control, because I had done my thesis on the topic of mental illness, 
remember? 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: So that then shaped my career. Because I was teaching deviance and control. It turns 
out that in this period, they had just put together the California Rehabilitation Center, 
which was at Norco-Corona, and it was a progressive institution which was a 
diversion for people who were caught in the criminal justice system, for things like 
burglary or robbery, but they were drug addicts. And so then-Governor Pat Brown 
had mandated that this new facility had to have a research component. It had been 
medicalized. The chief person was going to be a medical doctor. This person then 
went around to UCLA and USC [University of Southern California] and University 
of California at Riverside, looking for someone to do their research, because it was 
mandated in law. 

So they tried a few people at UCLA, and it was too far to drive—you know, an hour 
and a half. They tried some other people. Then they came over to see the department 
chair at Riverside. He said, “Why don’t you go down and see Duster? He does 
deviance. He knows deviance.” So he comes down to see me, and we talked for about 
an hour. I don’t know much about drugs, it’s not my area.  

He said, “You don’t have to know anything about drugs. Why don’t you come over 
to the research center, to the Norco facility? I’ll show you around, and we’ll talk.” So 
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all right, I was young. I went over with him, and he explained to me that he would 
actually give me three months just to read up on drugs and come over to the center 
and talk to people and interview people in the facility, and how he would do this, and 
at the end of three months I could then decide whether I wanted to pursue research. 

So in other words, he was, once again, recruiting me to this position. 

Cándida Smith: So this is how you got into drug research? 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: Now, what was his name? 

Duster: Gaulden, G-a-u-l-d-e-n. I forget his first name. I think it was Ernest or something like 
that. It was Gaulden. And he aggressively recruited me to do research on this new 
California facility for drug addicts. It was all about drugs. 

Cándida Smith: So this was mostly heroin, or were there psychedelics— 

Duster: No, it was mainly heroin. 

Cándida Smith: Cocaine yet? 

Duster: Not much. Not much. Maybe some people were there because they were marijuana 
dealers, but it was mainly heroin. That was the big issue in the mid and late sixties, 
for the country. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: Once again, it’s the inadvertency of all this. If I tell this story in another frame, it will 
sound like, oh, yes, I was a person interested in deviance and drugs, and my career—
no. I just happened to be in the moment where this guy comes over, looking for 
somebody who does deviance or drugs or something, and there’s nobody else around. 
He asks me. He recruits me, and I say yes. So then— 

Cándida Smith: So what did you do for him? 

Duster: What did I do? 

Cándida Smith: Yes, what kind of work did you set up there? 

Duster: I actually spent about two years doing ethnography. I mean, I spent a lot of time with 
the drug addicts, learning about drug culture by spending—and having people who 
were my assistants who were on good behavior and wanted to talk to me.  

One of the things which was true, and I learned this inadvertently, the most 
important—okay. In order to get out of the prison—they had what was called an 
indeterminate sentence, one to ten years. So what determined when you got out? One 
of the most important things was, was there a job waiting for you? Basic introduction 
to sociology, right?  
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So I remember getting close to a couple of people, and they were gaming me, as they 
always do, but that was all right, and I liked one or two of them. They said, “Is there 
any possibility you can refer me to some job?” On one occasion, I actually made a 
connection and found someone on the outside who was going to get a possible job 
offer. I think it was, I don’t know, like a gas station or something. Somebody wanted 
a job. I happened to hear about it, and made a connection. 

This person took this, turned it into a real offer. He went to the parole board, got me 
to say this was a reasonable person because I had worked with this person for six 
months on my research project. That got them out. So suddenly my reputation in this 
facility was of somebody who you really want to know, because I could spring you 
outta here. 

Well, that gave me all kind of access. Suddenly, just this one person who had worked 
with me got a, quote, “job,” took it to the—what’s it now, the Parole— 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: Whatever that board is that gets them out. They said, “Yeah, that’s good. All right.” 
The indeterminate sentence all of a sudden [snaps fingers] worked to my advantage. 
Had they had what they now have, mainly the fixed time, you’d be in for a certain 
minimum no matter what. And California ended the indeterminate sentence about 
five years later. 

Anyway, all that to say these forces all came together, and I was able to gain 
increased access to the residents. They didn’t want to be called inmates. [laughs] 
They were inmates. It was a prison! There were guards. There was barbed wire. It 
was a prison. They call it the Norco-Corona facility. It was a prison. 

Cándida Smith: What was the social—I mean, who was in it? From what income and racial— 

Duster: Oh, as you can imagine, it was mainly people of color. This was even as early as the 
mid-sixties, it was people of color. A substantial number of whites, probably—I don’t 
remember exact numbers, but my guess would be maybe even 40 percent white, but 
there was a lot of people of color in there. It was cross gender. I would say there was 
at least 15 to 20 percent women at Norco. 

Cándida Smith: So they had a separate wing or something? 

Duster: Separate wing. 

Cándida Smith: And their income backgrounds, their educational backgrounds? 

Duster: Interestingly, the heroin addicts tended to score higher on IQ tests than non-heroin 
addicts, a point I used to love to make. There actually was some work on this back in 
the fifties with—there was a guy named Isidor Chein, who had done some work, 
called it Road to H [Road to H: Narcotics, Delinquency, and Social Policy], and he 
had shown that his heroin addicts had scored higher on IQ tests. But of course it’s 
America, so most of the prisoners are not going to be middle class. 
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Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: Working class, yes, of color, yes. Or downtrodden, down and out. Yes. 

Wilmot: At this time, it looks like you were also working at the Pacific State Hospital in 
Pomona? 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: Was that happening concurrently? 

Duster: Yes. I was more of a consultant there. I didn’t have much access to the—what would 
they call themselves? Patients? But this was for people with mental retardation or 
mental problems. Jane Mercer was the person who was the main researcher there. 
She was also on the faculty at Riverside. She wanted me to spend time with the staff 
there. I think it was partly because of issues of access and color, but that was not my 
major interest. By that time, I had gotten hooked on the drug policy legal stuff, and 
that was what I really wanted to pursue. 

Wilmot: Where were you living? 

Duster: In Riverside, on the side of a hill. What a story. [sighs]  

By this time, I had become a visible person. I had spoken out about civil rights and 
the Vietnam War. I was one of two black faculty. The other black faculty member 
was less visible and less vocal. So— 

Cándida Smith: What department was he in? 

Duster: He was in biology. So when I would speak, it was suddenly in the news, and so I 
would get a lot of publicity in Riverside. It’s kind of hard to capture this, but one 
night—this was after Watts, this was probably in 1966—the big issue was 
integration. This is pre-Black Power. And now we come, I think, to the kind of juicy 
parts of the story about Riverside and politics and me. So here’s the prelude. Okay. 

So it’s a social movement in the country, and it’s all about integration. And I’m the 
only black person in Riverside who’s kind of visible, in the media, okay? I’m often in 
the newspapers. And so the NAACP and the CORE chapter want to trot me out to be 
the spokesman for integration in the schools. I remember this one evening there was, 
like, 500, 600 people crowded into this auditorium, and it was going to be voting for 
busing and integration and put all the kids into either—I forget exactly. The argument 
was unclear, but the actual idea was not. The idea was we were going to have 
integration. 

Cándida Smith: This was in the city of Riverside? 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: It wasn’t that big at that time. 
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Duster: But still the question was how much integration was there going to be, whether you 
were going to bus kids, whether you’re going to have—back and forth and so on. 
Okay. The point of the story is I’m hauled out to be the voice of a reasonable, 
articulate black who’s not very scary. And that’s what I do. I go up, and I give my 
speech, and I talk about these issues. After all, I’m a sociologist. I had actually 
written about education, so I knew a little bit about the issues. 

That evening, my wife was in the audience. I remember someone saying, at the end 
of my speech, “Who are you married to?” [raises voice to project a voice from the 
audience] Because by now it was known in Riverside that I was married to a Swede 
or, as they would say, “A white woman.” So I took the occasion. I said, “I’m married 
to a Swedish citizen.” I motioned for my wife to stand up. “And don’t you welcome 
her to the free world?” There was this murmur that turned into almost to a roar, and 
there was anger, terrible anger in the audience. It was like a hot night. It was like a 
Faulkner night, you know?  

Wilmot: Yes. 

Duster: And I remember saying to myself, “You didn’t have to do that.” [laughs] People 
escorted me to my car. There were about seven or eight people who said, no, there 
was a lot of stuff in the audience tonight about retaliation. They were going to “get 
you” for this. 

Wilmot: At Riverside. 

Duster: Riverside. 

Cándida Smith: These are the CORE people or the NAACP people? 

Duster: Who escorted me, yes. Yes, right, because this audience was, I would say, about 90 
percent white, and a lot of it was rednecks. 

Now, in the next period, I had a lot of phone calls and a lot of hate mail. Now, I had 
gotten hate mail and phone calls before, by the way, but now it was escalating, 
because I had spoken on the steps of the City Hall about Vietnam and issues. All 
these issues were bubbling. This is the sixties. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: But then I began to get people dumping garbage on the lawns. This is why I sort of 
paused. You said where did I live? This sort or brings back all these memories of 
living on the side of a hill, which was otherwise kind of charming and bucolic, and 
my wife loved to garden, and so the fact that people would actually come and dump 
either my garbage or their garbage into the garden was a real violation. 

Cándida Smith: Was this, like, a housing tract or— 

Duster: No, it was out of the way. It was back behind the university. There was probably 
about twenty houses on the hillside, a pretty good-sized bit of property, so you could 
literally get in and get out without being seen, and people did that all the time. So I’d 
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get the combination of the hate mail and the phone calls and that kind of stuff, but 
now it was escalating, right after my big speech about integration. 

Okay. So my wife was very—she was a complex person. She was both tough and 
fragile, a kind of tough exterior, but in some ways she had a kind of sensitive soul, 
which I’ll come back to later, because it has to do with what happened when we got 
to Berkeley. But she didn’t want to take this. She didn’t want me to do anything 
about it. She wanted to stay there and face it. She didn’t want to run from it. 

So I remember discussions about whether or not this was serious and whether these 
death threats and all this stuff was real, and I had been involved in other scenes, with 
other people, where I knew almost all death threats are fluffy. You know, 
insubstantial. And I knew that. 

Cándida Smith: Let me ask you, were the death threats specifically because you were an interracial 
couple? 

Duster: Yes, it was that I was anti-American. I had now talked about the Vietnam War in 
ways that were clearly showing that I was anti-American; I was interracial. There 
was another one. There was a theme here. It’ll come to me. It was race, it was the 
Vietnam War—it’ll come to me. There were three motifs here.  

So, okay. The point of the story is I go to Sweden within a year of this situation. I’ll 
come back to this, but I want to give you the big picture before I come to the details. 
The big picture is I go to Sweden. I’m gone for a year. I come back, and everything 
has changed. Namely, integration is no longer the agenda. [Stokely] Carmichael has 
become the spokesperson, H. Rap Brown is on the stage, and now it’s Black Power. 

And now the question is how can blacks achieve viability, ascendancy, sovereignty, 
authority for themselves? They kick whites out of the movement. They kick—I 
mean, CORE, for example, kicks out its white leadership, and Lillian Smith—is 
furious. Lillian Smith is this very important figure in CORE, and she is told, “Get 
your hat.” Stokely gets the microphone, all right, after the [James] Meredith march 
and says, “Black Power.” Rap pushes Stokely out. 

So I get back into the country, and by this time—this is about a year later—I’m now 
at Berkeley. And now in these public meetings I am being called not to be the 
example of a black male who’s not threatening; now I’m what happens to black 
people who have been around white people for too long. I’m actually the negative 
role model. [snaps fingers] Within twenty-four months, I go from being, “Let’s haul 
Duster out to show white people who are otherwise fearful of integration that it’s not 
so fearful after all; blacks can talk like this and they can be like this, and they’re not 
threatening at all,” to a period right after this, when I get back in late ‘68, early ‘69, 
yes— 

In this period, now they’re the hot, angry, working-class blacks who take the stage, 
have ascendancy, and the black people who talked like me are the mutant, sullied, 
what shall I call it? The contorted, twisted problem that white America has created. 



79 

 

Now, most people in my situation, in that situation that I saw, had a real problem 
with this. They had a real problem with this, but I regarded this as what I saw 
earlier—that’s the way life is. That is, I didn’t say, as I think some of my white 
friends on the left said, “Well, if that’s the way they feel,”—[that is, new leftists]—
“I’m going right.”  

You see, back in the sixties, in the early sixties I used to criticize my formerly left 
colleagues, who were criticized here in Berkeley, when then went right, people like 
Nathan Glazer and Marty Lipset, and I could name another twenty, who were 
criticized by the students for being old left and not in touch with reality, and the 
response was, “After all we’ve done for you?” You know, the old left was really 
angry at not being affirmed for all they’d done in behalf of the—. 

So when this happened to me on the race issue, when I went from being the poster 
boy for integration to the example of what could happen to you if integration really 
was successful, that this—I’m exaggerating, but not too much—“This could happen 
to you, too, unless you get into an all-black scene, get your identity, and get it correct, 
and march forward in behalf of Black Power and the people.” 

So by this time the public stage is being occupied by Bobby Seale, Eldridge Cleaver, 
and so on. So I am still seen as some potential valuable ally because I have this 
record of having been more or less progressive or friendly, but I’m not somebody you 
want speaking for the black people unless I’m speaking black revolution. And I’m 
categorically not speaking black revolution in 1968. 

That’s the [Black] Panthers. That’s the big fight between [Ron] Karenga and—what 
is center stage and who’s in charge and what is blackness, anyway? It’s all contested. 
It’s all hot and angry, and it’s much more complicated than I can possibly capture 
here, but the point I want to make here is that within the short space of two years, 
Riverside—hot, angry night, I’m Mister Integration. Two years later, I’m in 
Berkeley, and I’m feeling it. I’m feeling like, “Oh.”  

And my response to it is what I began with when we sat down. It’s like Luke 
Menand. It’s like, yeah, one can and should remember how problematic social life is, 
how in any one period you can go from being hero to—goat? Yes? And it may have 
less to do with you as with the forces at play that shape politics and social reality. So, 
you know, if I learned anything from Garfinkel and Robinson, it was, yeah, that’s 
right, this can happen. I mean, what makes you think that the French Revolution 
happened—before the revolution there was this thing called aristocracy. When their 
heads roll, we now look at this in terms of grand historical retrospect and talk about 
this thing that happened, but what makes you think that revolutions can’t happen in a 
much more subtle way, an even a more powerful way at any moment in history? 
Historical moments happen, and I thought that was one of them, you know? This 
little short period. 

So I didn’t cry in my beer. I didn’t feel like I’d been abused. I was, of course, not 
happy about this, but I never took the view I thought a lot of my colleagues—I mean, 
I thought people were bent out of shape by the Black Power thing and never really 
understood what was going on. I had a lot of black friends who did the moral 
equivalent of what I call the leftist inversion, who said, “If that’s the way you feel, 
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I’m either going back to the laboratory, I’m going away from this thing.” Or they 
sometimes did a worse thing; they went to a place that was inauthentic. They 
mouthed the language of black revolution, and didn’t really believe it.  

So they were caught out on the rhetoric of revolutionary position taking, while they 
had institutional affiliations which kept them in a very bourgeois, trapped 
circumstance. And it happened to a lot of people, and they got torn up by it, and it 
was very sad to see. I saw it at several places around the country, blacks and whites 
who either went [sucks in air] vacuumed back into their hole, their labyrinth. “I’m 
not taking this stuff.” Or they went way over there, and got themselves trapped with 
that kind of rhetoric. 

Anyway, where are we? 

Cándida Smith: I have two questions, and then maybe we should resume on Wednesday. The first is 
you don’t go back to Riverside; you go back to Berkeley. 

Duster: That’s right. 

Cándida Smith: So a big question. 

Duster: There is a big answer there. 

Cándida Smith: Okay. The other is what was your take on Harold Cruse’s— 

Duster: Crisis of the Negro Intellectual? 

Cándida Smith: Right. 

Duster: That’s a bitter book. It’s bitter and informative. It’s both. When I read that book, I 
felt like Cruse was getting even with Communists for what he thought was the 
betrayal, mechanistic—what shall I call it?—expedient treatment of black people and 
so on, which he, of course, would call himself one. But I also thought that the book 
was brimming with lots of interesting insights that had not been put into the public 
sphere. See, I have mixed feelings about the book, but on balance, I think it was a 
good thing to have been published and provided some insight. 

Cándida Smith: Was it a book that you might have assigned in classes you were teaching, do you 
think? 

Duster: I certainly did. I once taught with Bob Blauner a course in which we assigned 
[Frantz] Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, and I’m sure Cruse was in there. Four or 
five books which had that kind of cachet in that period. Again, maybe next time we’ll 
talk a little bit more about how all this played itself out. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: One of the things which you should remind me to talk about is Bil Banks’ book on 
black intellectuals. There’s a reason for that, and it has to do with Richard’s question. 
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Wilmot: Okay. 

Duster: It has to do with the whole matter of the extent to which black intellectuals can 
transcend the organic intellectual problem. I’ll just put it like that, and then I’ll say 
some more about that. But it is the heart of this issue, about how one, in this role, 
black intellectual, navigates in a world in which one’s credentials are always in 
question, as both black and intellectual. How black are you? How intellectual are 
you? And so on. It depends upon which audience you’re playing to. I see people torn 
up by this, you know?  

Whether it’s true or not, I think my self-conception out of all of this was that my 
training or my intellectual and personal trajectory back when I was studying stood me 
in good stead. It stood me in good stead because I was never bitter. I never went 
bitter on the question of the name-calling. 

Wilmot: I have a question for you, which is when you say you were now constructed in this 
other role, where before you had been all that was good and virtuous, and then you 
became this other role—was that experience in your lived experiences with people 
day to day? 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: Did people come at you in a certain way? 

Duster: Yes. It was both lived experience and also political and policy, so that—I was pretty 
public. I was one of seven blacks at Berkeley when I arrived here, one of actually six 
in ‘68, one of six. I think we had this discussion before as to how many blacks there 
were at that time, but I remember the other five or six, who I knew, and there may 
have been more. But I was the only one in social science, and so when the Panthers 
came around, guess who they wanted to talk to? Yes. So when Cleaver’s course was 
put together, I was the natural. And I also could teach social movements. Again, it all 
fit together. So yes. 

No, it was a world in which being silent was also being political. Much truer for 
blacks. You could be quiet and retreating and silent if you were white in Berkeley in 
that period and get away with it up to a point. There was no way for a black who was 
publicly visible to have that experience, and so no matter what I did, it was a 
statement. 

Wilmot: Well, let’s see. I’m trying to think if we should finish up the story of how you left 
Riverside, or if we should save that for the next time. Specifically, just how the 
threats to your home and that situation—how that resolved itself. 

Duster: I can do that in a very short time. It’s a bigger story, obviously, but we don’t have 
time for all the big stories. I’ll make it quick. What happened was the chancellor of 
the university, a guy named [Ivan] Hinderaker, heard about this because members of 
my department would say things at the Faculty Club, because I would tell them what 
was going on. And then it got back to the administration that I was having trouble, or 
that my wife was unhappy and so on. 
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So the chancellor asked to see me, and I talked to him about it. He said, “Well, we’d 
like to find some protection for you.” What he meant by that was police protection. 
So I said, “I can’t have police protection. What does that mean? An escort to 
campus? Twenty-four hours?” So he actually was very concerned—and I don’t mean 
to sound ungrateful here—but I think very concerned that he be seen to be doing 
something.  

My response was there’s nothing you can do that’s going to be effective. That is, no 
amount of police protection, unless it’s twenty-four hours a day, is going to help. So I 
sort of rejected any idea. He actually asked me if I would move onto campus. That 
was part of the solution. There was an offer. There were three or four places on 
campus where I could have moved, and he said, “If you move onto campus, we can 
provide much more protection for you.” 

And I said no, I didn’t want to live my life like that. Over a period of, I would say, 
six weeks, all this came to a head. Right around this time, Aaron Cicourel, who by 
that time had left Riverside but had heard about this through mutual friends—I didn’t 
know this at the time, I mean, I think this is part of the motive force, but certainly 
Aaron had been up in Berkeley—he had invited me to come to teach in the summer 
of ‘65, and that summer I met several people, including Neil Smelser and David 
Matza and—I had known Erving Goffman from the time when Erving and Harold 
[Garfinkel] were very close. So I had my Berkeley connections. You have to 
remember, Lipset was supportive. 

What happened was that when Aaron got some people here in Berkeley to invite me 
to come the summer of ‘65, I made connections that I didn’t realize were as deep as 
they were in terms of what was going to happen in January of ‘66. What happened 
was when people began to hear this, they said, “Why don’t you come to Berkeley?”  

So Hinderaker, the chancellor, apparently also heard this, and even before I heard it, 
he said, “I don’t think we want you to leave. We can find a way. We can put you on 
campus. We can give you housing.” And I said I didn’t want this. At the same time, I 
was now hearing for the first time from people at Berkeley, would I be willing to 
come up to Berkeley, literally immediately? Now, this was going to be in January of 
‘66, it must have been. After the summer of ‘65? 

At two and a half years, I’d literally break contract at Riverside because of all the 
trouble there with this situation. Apparently both chancellors have to agree to this, 
that I will move from Riverside to Berkeley, and that’s what happens. 

Wilmot: Okay. Let’s close for today. 

[End Audio File 3] 
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Interview 4: November 27, 2002 
 
[Begin Audio File 4] 
 
[first half of interview takes place outside, in Duster’s back yard] 
 
Wilmot: Well, Troy, first I wanted to ask you if there was anything you wanted to add from 

our last conversation. 
Duster: Nope. 

Wilmot: No? Okay. I wanted to go back to Riverside. Today what I’m hoping to do is go back 
and talk about Riverside and then talk about your early years at Berkeley up to 1970-
ish. That’s kind of where I’m looking, focusing. Just to go back to Riverside, I 
understand it was a new campus at that time, and I was wondering whether the 
students—you always hear of Berkeley’s students’ political activity. Were the 
students there also very politically active? 

Duster: No. First of all, this was a new campus of the University of California, but it had 
been part of a different system. I think it was called the Agricultural Experimentation 
Center at Riverside, and then when Clark Kerr became president it became a campus 
of the University of California. Now, the original idea was it was going to be a liberal 
arts kind of college. It was going to be small, only undergraduates, with a 
concentration on teaching.  

But when Kerr became president he sort of changed it all around, and suddenly the 
young Turks who came there to teach undergraduates felt somewhat displaced 
because now the new regime were people who came and who wanted publications, 
research—the University of California attitude toward tenure. The same shift 
happened years later with Santa Cruz as well, by the way, but at Riverside it was 
palpable. It was the old guard, which were actually some of the young Turks who had 
come there probably in the mid to late fifties, who thought they were going to 
primarily teach undergraduates, and by the time I got there, there was a real tension 
between these two forces. 

Since I was hired by what might be called the new guard, the new expectations were 
there for me as well, that I would be on a research path, become an instructor who 
would get tenure in that system. The undergraduates, as I recall at that period, were 
not intensely political. They were students who came mainly, as I indicated, for a 
kind of special liberal arts education. They had also had that expectation, as the early 
faculty had had. 

So there was a little bit of a tension with the grad students who wanted much more of 
a research orientation, and the younger faculty versus the old guard and the 
undergraduates.  

Wilmot: Now, this was a new sociology department. Is that correct? 

Duster: Yes, right, but by the time I got there the Department of Sociology was probably only 
about four or five years old. 
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Wilmot: So in that case, how active a role did you play in either the academic direction of the 
department or resource allocation? 

Duster: I think I was not very important. I was simply a young junior faculty member with an 
area of expertise that needed to be covered, and I had ideas about what I wanted to 
cover, but I don’t think I had a general view of the curriculum and how I thought it 
ought to be altered or changed. I didn’t have a sense of a higher education mission 
and the way things should be done. I was a young junior faculty member. That’s what 
I was. [laughs] 

Wilmot: So you started teaching your first courses there, and in our last conversation, you did 
say that you were teaching courses around deviance? 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: Can you speak a little bit—? 

Duster: Mainly I was teaching courses which dealt with law, legal change around social 
control. I kept that framework. I kept saying, well, it’s about deviance and the 
curriculum, but in the course work I kept talking about what I call normal people and 
how they get to shape what’s deviance. That’s not unusual, by the way. I think, by 
that period, the school of thought that I was pushing, was beginning to take over the 
field. This was the social reaction theory, or sometimes called the labeling theory, 
and it was pushing out the older view, which was that you study deviants because 
they are the problem. 

By the time I was teaching, I would say there was an ascendancy of this other view, 
that you look at the forces of society that were shaping deviance, and I was simply 
one of the soldiers in the battlefield. I was not a general. [chuckles] 

Cándida Smith: Were these undergraduate seminars that you were teaching? 

Duster: Undergraduate courses. 

Cándida Smith: Courses, okay. Did you do any survey courses for the department? 

Duster: Yes, I taught introduction, several times. 

Cándida Smith: What texts do you remember you used? 

Duster: Actually, I used once Human Societies, which was Kingsley Davis—I think it was 
Davis and Wilbert Moore. It was a standard textbook in that period. It wasn’t until I 
later came to Berkeley that I began veering away from texts and using a combination 
of readings for those courses, but in that first period I was quite traditional, just 
picked up a major introductory text that had a little attitude. I mean, Davis and Moore 
weren’t just standard sociology; they had a position about stratification that was 
contentious, but it was not anti, it wasn’t resistance. It wasn’t—what’s it called?—
oppositional sociology; it was simply sociology with a little bit of an edge.  
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Wilmot: During that time, how did you come to think about teaching? I guess I’m thinking of 
this as a formative time for you as a teacher, and I’m wondering what did you learn 
about teaching that later had something to do with the way that you teach? 

Duster: I think your question is quite apt, because that first year or two of teaching, you do 
start to shape your own view of yourself and identity. I felt in the first year I was, at 
best, modestly and moderately competent. I did not see myself as I saw, in my own 
youth, I probably saw four or five great teachers. And so my view was up against 
them, I was very much of a journeyman. I was just getting by. I was staying a few 
weeks ahead of the students, like most junior faculty do when they are first teaching. 

No, I was definitely not—I did not think of myself as even a good teacher. I was 
simply someone who was getting by, by teaching a curriculum that I knew well 
enough to navigate. I did not see myself as inspirational [laughs] or certainly I didn’t 
see myself as someone who would be remembered as a great teacher. 

Wilmot: When did you start to have fun with it? 

Duster: You know, teaching is a relationship, and so it does depend a lot upon which 
particular class we’re talking about. Even now, today, I teach classes in which I feel 
I’m struggling or not having much of a response from students, and those classes 
don’t seem to me to be very much fun. Other years, other situations, I’m in a 
classroom and it’s alive and it’s crackling and there are issues, and that’s when it’s 
fun. 

I used to think it was me, that it was me in the sense that my skill level was going to 
generate, or not, some reaction. I think over the years I’ve decided it’s the times, that 
the times, the sixties had more to do with the fact that the classes were alive and 
interesting, and when those times shifted, then some of the classes got less 
interesting, and so then I had to be much more purposeful in trying to generate 
interest and excitement in the classroom. 

And sometimes I was successful, but I wouldn’t say it was me; it was a combination 
of whether in the society there were issues that were going on. So by the eighties—
I’m skipping ahead, but I’m answering your question. It has never been, quote, “fun” 
in the sense of a continuous high. It’s been sometimes a lot of work just to get— 

Wilmot: Teaching is a lot, a lot of work. 

Duster: Right. 

Wilmot: When you say sometimes you had to be much more purposeful, like, what kind of 
strategies or techniques would you use? 

Duster: You’d have to spend some time listening to where the students are. One of the things 
I would try to do, especially in smaller courses, was spend the first few weeks having 
much more of a dialogue with students about some of the issues that animated them. 
And since the curriculum is already preset in the sense that you’ve got textbooks, you 
have to be a little bit flexible there about what kinds of texts you’re assigning and 
why. So that’s why I got away from the textual material of “the standard tome,” 
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because that locks you in. When you have a series of readings, you can be much 
more fluid and imaginative in what and when you’re going to start emphasizing 
certain issues. 

Wilmot: Just to return again to Riverside, did you already know Russ Ellis and Thelton 
Henderson at that time? 

Duster: No. Well, of course I knew Russ from the time when he was an undergraduate at 
UCLA, of which I remind him. [chuckles] 

Cándida Smith: Was he in one of your classes? 

Duster: I was a graduate student, and he actually took the class with Harold Garfinkel. He 
was an undergraduate, in his senior year, and I was a first-year grad student. I think 
we met under a circumstance which might be called classical for two black people in 
a mainly white circumstance. Everyone was saying to us, “Well, you’ve got to meet 
Russ Ellis!” or they would say to him, “You’ve got to meet Troy Duster!” The 
assumption was that we would have this easy, simpatico relationship because we 
were both black. 

And we didn’t get along! 

Wilmot: Of course, people set you up that way.  

Duster: [laughs] Russ was, and still is, the loquacious life of the party, quick to the mark, 
very intellectually alert—yeah. And I was at the time, and still am, compared to Russ, 
much more likely to be circumspect and—you know, yeah. Especially you go back 
all those years, we weren’t oil and water, but we were not exactly on the same 
wavelength. So we knew each other in this period. 

And then I left and went to Northwestern, as you know. When I came back to 
California to teach, Russ’s wife got the first job at UC Riverside, Judith Ellis, so he 
came as a faculty husband. Now, he was later on hired himself there, but in that first 
period, Russ was finishing up his doctoral thesis while I was on the faculty. 

Wilmot: On Bootstrap, yes. [Operation Bootstrap: A Case Study in Ideology and the 
Institutionalization of Protest] 

Duster: Right. That’s right. So one day we were having dinner, the four of us—Russell and 
his wife, Judith, and my wife, Marie, and me—and his friend came to town, his 
friend for many years at that time, Thelton Henderson. They had this remarkable, 
jocular relationship. Everything the three of us ever since has been who can one-up 
the other in certain circumstances. You know, it’s boys. But it’s always been fun. So 
that’s how I met Thelton. I met Thelton through Russ. 

Wilmot: And what was Thelton doing at that time? 

Duster: He had just returned from the Department of Justice. This is the famous case where 
he had loaned Martin Luther King [Jr.] his automobile. 
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Wilmot: Yes. 

Duster: Right, and then it became a big story. It was either George Wallace or one of 
Wallace’s lieutenants made a big case of it and said, “Here’s an example of how the 
government is really supporting King,” and for that, Thelton took the fall and came 
back to California as—I think he was in private practice at the time. He was in 
Berkeley, I think in private practice, but he came down to visit his friend, Russ. 
That’s how we met. 

Wilmot: Okay. 

Cándida Smith: In terms of your teaching at Riverside, were you involving the class, bringing into the 
class issues that were developing in the Riverside, San Bernardino county area? 

Duster: Yes.  

Cándida Smith: Which ones? 

Duster: You remember, we said last time the hot issue in this period was integration. This is 
before we have any semblance of a movement for autonomy, black studies, Chicano 
studies. This is 1964, ‘65. And so the issues which are interesting along these areas of 
race relations are almost entirely about education. It was about whether or not the 
schools should be integrated and to what extent people have access to resources. So, 
yes, those issues were very much a part of the Riverside campus consciousness, and a 
lot of the faculty had been involved in consulting the school system or in the social 
movement around integration. Yes, that was a big issue. In the course that I taught, 
intro to Sociology, that was pretty clear. 

Cándida Smith: Did that issue involve Mexicans and Native Americans as well as blacks out in that 
area? 

Duster: No. It was almost entirely a black-white issue. There were Mexicans who were just 
beginning to form a visible presence in terms of movements, but it was not anything 
resembling what happened ten years later or even five years later. Integration, even in 
Riverside in 1964, was a black-white issue. 

Wilmot: From your vantage point at UC Riverside, I’m wondering, what did you hear about, 
know of, what was going on at Berkeley? 

Duster: I had a lot of friends. 

Wilmot: And there was the Sociology Department, and there’s what’s going on with students, 
so I’m asking about both. 

Duster: Right, yes. I was very much aware of the Free Speech Movement. I had several 
colleagues and former—let’s see, I think I had a student at Northwestern who had 
come to Berkeley as a grad student. She would tell me stories about the Free Speech 
Movement. She had been one of the people in the sit-in. So I was hearing about this 
very close up.  
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In terms of the Department of Sociology here at Berkeley, these were all stars. I 
mean, the people here in the department in ‘64, ‘65 were the household names of the 
discipline, whether it was Herbert Blumer or Seymour Martin Lipset or [Philip] Phil 
Selznick. These people you had read about as a grad student, and in those years, the 
field had much more coherence. Now you can’t have the great figures because there’s 
just too many sub-disciplines, but in those years you could name seventy or eighty 
books and you’d have the field covered. At Berkeley, the major authors of maybe 
twenty of those books were on the faculty. 

So one didn’t come up to Berkeley and just knock on the doors of these great figures, 
almost all males. I guess they were all males. 

Wilmot: Mmm hmm. 

Duster: All great white male faculty at Berkeley. This was foreign territory. I had colleagues 
who were younger who I knew. I suppose I should mention here that Erving Goffman 
is an interesting case because he was in this intermediate position. Erving Goffman 
was also by this time a very famous and important sociologist, but I knew him right 
in that period in ‘57 when Harold Garfinkel invited Erving to come down to UCLA, 
and we met and had several exchanges. 

Now, that was important because when I came to Berkeley years later, in ‘67—
‘65?—somewhere in there, but whenever I came to Berkeley— 

Wilmot: ’65, the summer. 

Duster: —Erving and I shared an office, so we got to be as close as one can get in terms of 
friendship with Erving. He was not an easy person to be close friends with. He was 
also someone who used humor as a way of separating himself from a kind of real 
engagement. But he was an interesting conduit for me in the department because he 
was someone I had known over a period of ten years. We had become friendly 
enough that we spent some time together, and, again, as office mates, I met people 
through him. 

Wilmot: And that was when you were visiting, or when you actually came, proper? 

Duster: One of the access routes was Aaron Cicourel, who knew both Harold Garfinkel and 
Erving Goffman, and I knew all three of them, obviously. Aaron said, “Why don’t 
you spend some time talking to Erving Goffman and Neil Smelser and David 
Matza?” So those people became the entry wedge for me into the Department of 
Sociology. 

So when I came here, I actually had a kind of collegium all preset. I mean, all these 
people knew me and I knew them. So, I was asked to teach. That first year I was 
here, I taught half time. I was formally hired, not in the department, I was hired in—
what was it called in those years?—the Center for Research and Development in 
Higher Education. That was my appointment. And I was hired by Burton Clark, who 
was one of the key sociologists in the field there.  
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But then Burton left immediately and went to Yale University. Sort of my history 
with Egon Bittner, remember? Egon says, “Come on out to Riverside” and then 
leaves and goes to Brandeis. Well, Burton Clark hired me as a young research 
sociologist in the center and the next year took off for Yale, so there I was, sort of in 
limbo in this institute, and my circle of friends now included Dave Matza, Erving 
Goffman, to some extent Neil Smelser, and a few other of these people I had known 
earlier. And they said, “Why don’t you come and teach in the department?” So I 
taught half time, as a lecturer, even though I had been on the ladder in Riverside. 

Cándida Smith: Now, did you resign your ladder appointment? 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: So you took yourself out of— 

Duster: Correct. I was off the ladder. But these were good times. 

Cándida Smith: You did this knowingly? 

Duster: These were good times! This center had five and a half million dollars in research 
funding, and it looked like it was going to go on forever. It looked like—again, 
higher education was expanding in the late sixties, and it just seemed like it was no 
problem. Remember, I had Howie Becker as my model. Howie had been out there in 
the world. He had not had any trouble getting employment on soft money. Soft 
money now seems like it’s dangerous, but in ‘68, when I first did this, went in some 
sense full time into this position, it was a very secure, very secure feeling. It didn’t 
seem at all dangerous. 

But I had been teaching at Riverside, and so I already had, therefore, the credentials 
of the University of California, so the imprimatur was there, so they just said, “Just 
teach half time,” and I did. 

Wilmot: On your bio-bib, it says when you came to Berkeley in 1966 that one of your areas of 
focus was sociology of mass art? Does that sound—? 

Duster: Of mass art? 

Cándida Smith: Mass culture. 

Duster: Mass culture, mass culture, yes, yes. 

Cándida Smith: Art and mass culture. 

Duster: I taught courses on social movements. Now, here’s an interesting twist—there was a 
period in which social movements had, as part of the curricular extension, mass 
culture, so how do you get people to mobilize collectively to change their condition if 
you’ve got a mass culture? It was the old argument—Wilhelm Reich back in the 
period—explaining how the Nazi movement came to be. He said, you’ve got the end 
of these very individualized, fragmented situations. You’ve got now radio and film, 
and this is turning people into a homogenized mass. So mass movement and mass 
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culture and mass society, all three of those concepts, started to converge in some 
people’s work. I was interested in that convergence, and that’s why I taught social 
movements at Berkeley, and I did, in that first period. I’m sure I included the 
arguments about mass culture. 

Wilmot: I also wanted to ask you when you came, I think, as a visiting assistant professor in 
1965, this was the year after the FSM. 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: And I understand that year was actually still very turbulent. There was the aftermath 
to the FSM and the Academic Senate and I was wondering—there was an article that 
you wrote, I think, in the Daily Cal? 

Duster: No, this is a little bit earlier. 

Wilmot: Earlier than that, okay. 

Duster: In 1965, I come and teach in the summer session, and then I go back to Riverside in 
the fall of ‘65. I come to Berkeley in January of ‘66. 

Wilmot: Okay. 

Duster: In that six-month period, it’s still what I called an integrationist ethic. I’m still 
persona grata. Okay. It’s when I come back in ‘67 that things changed. As I said last 
time, the angry, working-class, vociferously oppositional black takes center stage, 
and the Panthers, Karenga, all those forces are in play. So it’s in this context that I’m 
being pushed to one side or the other. I’m being asked by many of the more militant 
black students, would I take a position as a black revolutionary, at the vanguard. 
[chuckles] I mean, I’m being somewhat facetious but not really. So there’s that very 
strong nationalist surge at San Francisco State College. And I’m a relatively visible 
black sociologist in the Bay Area. 

On the other hand, there are, of course, many people who want me to become much 
more the liberal integrationist and say about those black students or the black 
insurgency, that it’s simply wrong-headed. So I’m being asked, in effect, by both 
sides to take a position which renounces the other side.  

And it’s in that context that after about, oh, probably six or eight months of playing a 
role called—I was a mediator. When things really got hot on campus, I actually 
became the voice of the more militant black students to the administration, and I 
became the voice of the administration to the militant black students. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: Where did you fall in? What positions were you taking? 

Duster: That’s indeed—that’s exactly why I wrote that article, because I needed to articulate, 
both for myself and an increasing impatient audience, just what my position was on 
this question about autonomy and black studies. Now it had reached a point of crisis. 
By 1968, the fall, it was looking more and more like an intractable political battle 
was surfacing, where the black students were saying, here, but all over the country, 
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but especially here, “We want autonomy. We want to have our own voices. We want 
to have a community-based Department of Black Studies. We want no white 
control.” 

And, of course, the University, by its charter, coming from the state and the Regents 
and down through the administration, was saying, “No such thing is possible. You 
can’t have autonomy.”  

So what was my position? Well, first of all, I took upon myself the task of 
interpreting “autonomy,” so that the administration and my white colleagues didn’t 
get locked into a position that was untenable. So I said, “Autonomy means just what 
you think it means when you go to the administration with a faculty appointment. It 
means that almost eight times in ten, the administration agrees that the faculty’s 
position is viable and you feel like you have autonomy because the dean is not 
overturning you,” right? 

I said, “Suppose you saw it that way. Suppose you began to see autonomy not as any 
kind of absolute: All the blacks will now decide and that’s over. But suppose you saw 
it in the sense that there is something called a faculty governance tradition, that the 
black faculty has the same legitimacy as the white faculty, that they present their 
candidates to the administration and eight times in ten, the administration says fine.” 

So that was the idea. “Is that what you mean by autonomy?” Well, of course, publicly 
you couldn’t say that. Okay? So publicly the militant black students were caught out. 
They couldn’t say, “That’s what we mean by autonomy.” But back channeling, 
politically, through people like me, and I probably was the person—it wasn’t “like 
me,” it was through me—that became a way of thinking about this.  

And when the white—the administration said to the black students, “Under no 
condition can you have autonomy,” I could back channel and say, “What they really 
mean is that you can’t get 100 percent ratification all the time, but if you have a 
viable black faculty that we respect, then of course you’ll be given the autonomy that 
any faculty has, which is to bring new candidates forward,” and so on. 

Cándida Smith: But then the issue, then, is whether a Department of Black Studies is a legitimate 
academic area. 

Duster: Well, of course. And again, this was a backdrop to my own positioning. I then took 
the position that leadership of the next generation of black studies should come from 
people who were very much out of that experience, and that I had been trained in a 
different tradition. That in some ways, by putting me in that role, it would be a 
mistake. That it needed to be someone who really strongly felt this almost—what 
shall I call it?—a sense of insurgency and opposition which was deeply mired in their 
experience, as opposed to someone who came to it through an urging on the part of 
others. 

And that’s why I used the Macauley metaphor. Or it actually was an example, it 
wasn’t a metaphor. I had actually some expertise on the topic of higher education. I 
had spent many years both in that center and read history and knew a little bit about 
what had happened in the colonial empire of the U.K. In the middle of the nineteenth 
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century, Macauley had said, in effect, you must train the Indian elite in [traditional 
Oxbridge] education. I used that as an example, that you needed people who were not 
already trained in a certain way of thinking. You needed to have an oppositional 
framework for those who were going to take these positions of leadership. 

And then I said—and this is an answer to your question—“I’m happy to play the role 
of an organizational, institutional player who makes that happen.” I was not saying, 
“And therefore count me out,” I was saying, “I’m able to be and willing to be a 
lieutenant, interpreter—but also in favor of black studies.” So I’m in favor of this 
development. I’m in favor of having black scholars in the academy, pursuing this 
whole new arena of study, and I’ll find a way, if I can, to help institutionalize it, but 
that I did not want to be, and I should not be, the leader of such a department. 

Now, that was important because it would have fallen upon me, quote, “naturally” as 
the major—the only—social scientist on campus who was black to head such a 
program. 

Wilmot: My understanding is at earlier stages people were imagining that this program would 
be headed by other black faculty who were in the sciences, even. 

Duster: No. 

Wilmot: No? 

Duster: No. In the earlier stages—remember, we have two forces here. Let me just simplify. 
We have black students who are taking, in some ways, their message from a national 
audience, a national stage. There was a movement, and these black students were not, 
in any sense, divorced from that movement, and the movement said, “Black 
autonomy.” So these students weren’t interested in having a black faculty member 
from the sciences or mathematics or anyplace; they wanted a black faculty member 
who came from the community. They wanted someone whose credentials of many 
years of working in the community made them a legitimate leader and heir to this 
whole tradition. 

You can see the problem, because the University of California at Berkeley, more than 
many places, regarded itself as the citadel of traditional scholarship. So how are you 
going to appoint someone from the community to be a professor at Berkeley? So 
there was this clash, and it was palpable, real, and it was like two different kinds of 
voices that could not talk to each other. 

One said, “Community-based scholarship. We want a black person at the head of the 
program and from the community.” The University said, “We want somebody who’s 
got a track record of publications.” Well, there had been no traditional black studies. 
How are you going to have a scholar? There were maybe five in the whole world you 
could then point to of the stature that they’re talking about, and most of them were 
either dead or in Africa. 

There was W. E. B. Du Bois, there was E. Franklin Frazier. You could name the 
people that Berkeley was going to affirm and ratify. So there’s no way that Du Bois 
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was going to come back from Africa. He was already in his seventies. I think Frazier 
was dead. 

Wilmot: [John Hope] Franklin in Chicago. 

Duster: And so on. So here was a situation where no person could fulfill the imagery of the 
University’s requirements nor certainly the spirit, the letter, the content. It wasn’t 
possible. So no, they did not want a scientist, a humanist, even a sociologist trained 
like me. And I even said that for them. “You don’t want me, and here’s why.” 

Wilmot: When I hear you say that you played the role of interpreter, to me immediately that 
sounds like a dangerous role. 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: That’s just me.  

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: But then I’m also thinking about you—this was a time, the first few years that you 
were at Berkeley. You hadn’t moved on to a tenured position yet. What kind of 
support or what kind of networks did you have in place that enabled you to take on 
that role? 

Duster: The history that we just went through. I felt, indeed, fairly well positioned to play 
this, as you call it, a “dangerous role.” 

Wilmot: To me it seems vulnerable. 

Duster: I thought all three roles were vulnerable. The role of the surface revolutionary in a 
situation which is not revolutionary is dangerous. That is, you can make believe that 
these are the Sierra Madres, but they’re the Berkeley hills. Now, I think that that’s 
more dangerous, to get yourself trapped out on that limb, but I think that’s what 
happened to a lot of black intellectuals. They got pushed out there, believing their 
own revolutionary rhetoric when in fact they were institutional actors. You can’t have 
it both ways. If you’re part of an institution, you’re getting a paycheck from an 
institution, you’re not in the Sierra Madres, fighting, you know? That seems to me to 
be dangerous. 

Also I thought it was dangerous to take the position—not dangerous, not dangerous, 
but— 

Wilmot: That’s my word, sorry. 

Duster: I mean, that’s my word. It was simply incompatible for me to take what I’d call either 
back into your laboratory position, just forget about this, and let’s go back and do my 
own private research. Or, worse, to ratify the existing or established system by 
saying, “What’s the problem here? The militants are wrong and America’s fine.”  
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Since I was clearly on record as saying that’s not the case, I had to navigate this 
course, which seemed to me to be natural. I didn’t have to make it up. I didn’t have to 
lie and say I was more revolutionary than I was. I didn’t have to be more 
conservative than I was. I simply said, “No, I’m in favor of this new development. 
I’m just not going to lead it.” That’s a quick distillation of what I wound up saying in 
that article and what I wound up doing for my time here. 

Wilmot: This is the article citing— 

Duster: Macauley. 

Wilmot: Okay. I get it. I get it. I was thinking of The Road to Mandalay.  

Duster: Aaron Cicourel has that wrong. It’s Macauley, not [Rudyard] Kipling. 

Wilmot: Okay. I guess what I was getting at was more just as a junior faculty person who 
wasn’t tenured as of yet on this campus. Was that difficult? 

Duster: Oh, I see, I see. If that’s the question, the answer is—again, this is very contingent, 
contextual, historically specific. In that period, I was in a very well-funded research 
center. I didn’t feel at all vulnerable. I felt like this was going to go on as long as I 
wanted it to. And it did go on for another four or five years. That is, I was invited to 
become a tenured member of the faculty the next year. My book was in draft form. It 
had not been published yet.  

But—and this was part of the dynamic—because I was so visible in a lot of what was 
going on, both in the Panthers’ orbit or the Cleaver course, whenever there was, in 
the Senate, controversy, they would say, “Now, we would like to suspend the Senate 
rules and invite Troy Duster to speak.” And it happened the first two or three times, 
and it was simply pro forma, and everyone said, “Yes, he can speak,” and I’d get up 
and I’d speak. 

I think somewhere around the fourth or fifth time, it became a kind of a standard, 
almost a joke in the Senate, and there was laughter, and I think the laughter started to 
penetrate at least part of my colleagues’ consciousness, that why was this person, 
Duster, who was otherwise UC ladder-rankable (Riverside) not on the UC Berkeley 
ladder? 

Now, here’s part of the context as well. There’s no one part of this story. I had 
watched many of my colleagues get the axe at Berkeley. By that, I mean—I won’t 
name names here, it’s not important—I had seen about four or five people come up 
for tenure who had well-established reputations, had written important articles, some 
important books, but Berkeley’s self-conception was “we are the crème de la crème, 
we’re the vanguard,” and so whack comes the axe. 

Wilmot: In the Sociology Department? 

Duster: Yes, Sociology in particular had dropped the axe on a lot of people that I knew. So I 
said, “Do you think I’m a fool? I wouldn’t get in that department under those 
conditions. That’s ridiculous, to come on the ladder.” I told this to several of my 
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colleagues, who thought I should move over and become assistant professor, and I 
said, “Nope.”  

Now, history is funny. And people’s interpretations about what’s going on is always 
so interesting to me. That got interpreted by some people as he’s very hostile to the 
department, so it got out there among other senior colleagues that I was not happy 
with the Department of Sociology, even though I was teaching half-time. That’s not 
what happened. I simply said, “I’m not going to get on that ladder and be chopped 
off.” 

So I was called in by the department chair. Would I consider coming on the ladder? 

Wilmot: Who was the department chair then? 

Duster: At the time, I think it was Charles Glock. And I said no. I didn’t give him lots of 
reasons; I just said I was happy over in what I was doing, happy teaching half time as 
a lecturer and happy—just happy. [chuckles] So why should I be unhappy? By 
coming onto the department ladder? And once again, that I think struck them as kind 
of strange and more evidence that I was—I’m not sure what they thought, but I didn’t 
hear anything for another six months. 

And then I got a visit from Art [Arthur Leonard] Stinchcombe, who was associate 
professor, a little older than me, but by that time we were friendly. He asked if he 
could he look at my draft manuscript for the book. I said fine. So he looked at it, and 
he passed it around, unbeknownst to me, to about four or five people on the faculty.  

And then I got a phone call and a request to come in to talk to the new chair, who at 
that time I think was Herb Blumer, who was acting chair, and Blumer said to me, 
“Would you consider coming into the department with tenure?” Now, that was 
different, so I said—and this is actually true, it seems arrogant now—I said, “I don’t 
want to apply to the department for tenure.” I said, “If the department, in its wisdom, 
thinks that they’d like to put me forward for tenure, that’s fine, but to apply, to get 
onto a ladder that I’ve seen people chopped off seems to me not to be a wise thing to 
do.” 

So they had to in some ways navigate that one. In those days, you didn’t have to go 
through what you have to go through now. They’d take your file forward, they’d 
review it, there’d be an ad hoc committee, there’d be a report, there’d be a vote, and 
that would be it. And there was something in there, some interplay between me 
saying, “Yes, go ahead, without applying.” I mean, I wasn’t taking a principled 
position, I was just taking a position like, “What do I need that for?” 

And it’s true. I mean, I actually believed—I saw people who had rather established 
reputations get the axe dropped. So all of a sudden, I was voted tenure. 

Wilmot: I have a number of questions for you that come out of that. The first one is about—
first, when you said you were taking the floor at the Academic Senate, if you could 
speak a little more fully to the kinds of things you were speaking to. 

Duster: [chuckles] 
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Wilmot: On the floor of the Senate. 

Duster: Yes. Well, probably the most tumultuous moment came over what was called the 
Cleaver course.  

Wilmot: I want to get into that more fully. We can go into that now, but be aware that I’m 
going to try and get more into that. 

Duster: Right. Okay. This was somewhere in the fall of ‘68. I had been one of four faculty 
co-sponsors of the course that was taught mainly by Eldridge Cleaver. The four 
faculty would oversee the grading and all kinds of things, but we would permit him 
to give the lectures, and he was developing, I think—his book was, I think, out by 
that time. His book was called Soul on Ice. He was developing some more ideas out 
of it and the students who sponsored the course, they wanted him to be their primary 
lecturer. 

So Ronald Reagan was governor, and he got wind of this, that there was a Black 
Panther who was going to be teaching a course, and he took the position that this 
course should not be given any credit. It could be taught off campus and for no credit. 
That was it. And so the students chanted for at least two or three weeks, “On campus, 
for credit, Cleaver,” and so on. That became the—. And it was big. This was national 
news. This was not local news. It was the Black Panthers and Ronald Reagan. I 
mean, what better theater could you have? 

And Eldridge Cleaver was, himself, quite a figure and would love to get up in front 
of the camera and tell what he was going to be doing on campus. Governor Reagan 
would tell what he was going to be doing to bash Cleaver. I remember Cleaver once 
got on the Sproul steps before a big national audience and said he wanted to 
challenge Ronald Reagan to a duel with wet noodles. You know, it was theater. But it 
was theater that got a lot of media play.  

Anyway, it got serious because we decided we would find a way for this to happen, 
that the Senate had actually approved the course, for credit, and that to give in to the 
governor was to buckle before political pressure. And so, without getting any more 
detailed, because there’s a lot of detail here, what happened was the Senate had to 
come to terms with its own position. They had voted credit, and now here the 
governor said, “No credit.” 

The Regents were divided. The Regents, by the way, at this time had just fired Clark 
Kerr because of Reagan, were themselves in turmoil over the increasing politicization 
of the University, and were not in any sense in Reagan’s pocket. So you had a split. 
You had maybe a third of the Regents who were Republicans, at least a third who 
were liberals—you know, [William K.] Coblentz and others like that—they were the 
liberals. And maybe a third who were sort of in between. So it wasn’t as though this 
was a slam dunk for Reagan. 

In that context, there was a Senate meeting of what to do about this course. I was 
chosen by the four, or the three, because there were four of us, to be the spokesperson 
for the course, so whenever there’d be an issue about what’s going to happen here, 
what are our plans, what should the Senate do, I would be asked to speak.  
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Cándida Smith: What were your motivations for sponsoring the course, being one of the faculty 
sponsors? 

Duster: Well, it’s sort of consistent with what I was saying earlier about trying to be a wedge 
for institutional change, that this was evidence for that. This was institutional 
insurgency, opposition. Here was the regional head—actually, the national head of 
the Black Panther Party, who had a voice about current political issues, which I 
thought needed to be heard, and the campus was one of the places where it could 
happen. So I felt, and still do, that the University needs to have a wide stage, about 
which this could be an important opening. So I felt yes, there’s no reason why it 
shouldn’t happen. 

By that time, by the way, we had something called student-sponsored courses or 
student-initiated courses. There was a term for it. 

Cándida Smith: What became the De-Cal classes? 

Duster: I think that’s right. But in those years, students could sponsor those classes with 
faculty sort of in the wings, and get full credit, which is how this happened. I had 
sponsored those courses in the past. There was nothing new here. What was new was 
that it had become a big national, or certainly in California, a huge political battle. 
That’s what was new. I had sponsored student-sponsored courses in the previous two 
or three sessions, two or three previous semesters. 

Wilmot: Can you describe a couple of those, if you remember? 

Duster: I don’t remember, but they would take the form of students trying to find new ways 
of what they called community-centered education, maybe finding ways of teaching 
undergraduates how to teach and tutor by spending much more time in the 
community and then reading texts about the community and using—at that time, the 
idea was there was imagery from the community back into the university. It wasn’t 
simply a one-way thing where students would come in and impose upon the 
community; it was also that there was something going on from the community that 
you had a feedback loop. [loud bird calls] But I don’t remember a particular course. 
That was more like the theme in the sixties. 

Wilmot: Now, in sponsoring this class, was this a class that students actually thought of—?  

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: —or was this something that the four of you—? 

Duster: No, this is student-initiated courses.  

Cándida Smith: What about with the Cleaver course? 

Duster: Same. 

Cándida Smith: Same. 
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Duster: The Cleaver course was in the same tradition. Students would come to the faculty and 
ask us if we would sponsor a course. Sometimes it seemed to make some sense and 
we would say yes, and we’d often say no. Because some of the courses, it seemed 
like, well—stuff that was quite irrelevant to what we were doing. They would have a 
course on poetry and something, and I’d say, “That’s not my area. I don’t know 
poetry,” so they would say, “It’s experimental.” I said, “Yeah, but not that 
experimental.”  

Wilmot: Okay. 

Duster: But this one made more sense. It had to do with social movements and the Black 
Panther Party. I was teaching social movements. Hey, I can do that. 

Wilmot: Okay. The other three people—is his name Jonas Langer? 

Duster: Yes, Langer. 

Wilmot: Langer, and then Edward Samson. Is that right? 

Duster: Correct, both in Psychology, and Jan Dizard in Sociology. 

Wilmot: And Dizard. 

Duster: D-i-z-a-r-d.  

Wilmot: It’s so interesting, because when I read about this, I wasn’t sure where this course had 
originated from. Like, I wasn’t sure—maybe the Black Panthers had come to you—? 

Duster: No. Students. 

Wilmot: Students. Great.  

Cándida Smith: The Black Students Association? 

Duster: No. No. White students.  

Wilmot: Wow. 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: Hmm. 

Duster: Another story. 

Cándida Smith: Another story? What? 

Duster: Well [chuckles], it was the same year as the big explosion at S.F. State [San 
Francisco State University]. Now, as I recall—now, we’re going back a few years, so 
this is all about memory. I had been much more, shall we say, in the vanguard around 
these issues with what could be called the white left, and black issues. And some of 
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the black students had been very much arms distance from the Panthers. Well, 
context is everything. Earlier, probably only a year earlier, there had been a shootout 
in Los Angeles between the Panthers and Karenga’s US. Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter 
got killed, and I think there were at least—it was either two deaths and one death and 
a near death and some injuries. This was serious! 

Cándida Smith: There were two people killed. That was in ‘69, spring of ‘69. 

Duster: Uh-huh, okay. So that’s the context of, I think, the northern California and the Black 
Panther Party, for black students saying, “Well, I’m not sure we want to do this.” So I 
was sort of out there on this issue, sponsoring one of the leaders of the Black Panther 
Party, and some of the black students were being somewhat recalcitrant. There were 
not exactly full throttle ahead.  

Now, of course, I think if you asked them, what they would say is since it had not 
been their idea to push this forward, they were not going to be there at the barricades. 
I can’t speak for them. I just know that they were not fully supportive. And so I 
thought I had something of a moral advantage when it came a little bit later to taking 
my position. That is, I could say, “Where were you when I was trying to provide a 
window of opportunity for the Black Panther Party to come onto campus and give its 
perspective?”  

Cándida Smith: Were the black students divided between Panther supporters and Karenga 
supporters—? 

Duster: No. 

Cándida Smith: —or was it more neutral? 

Duster: It was more neutral. Karenga was not a force here in northern California, which I 
thought was interesting. Karenga had been a force in southern California, but there 
was no US group here of any visibility. He had sympathizers, but it wasn’t like there 
was a movement. The Panthers were a movement based here in Oakland! So I 
thought, “This is kind of strange.” Again, I don’t know what their motives were, but 
it was clear that they were not that supportive of the Panthers. 

Wilmot: I have a couple of more questions just on the Cleaver course. It seemed that the way 
this played out in the Academic Senate was there ended up being this talk of, “Well, 
Cleaver is not going to be the instructor, we’re just going to be observing him.” It 
was very strange, the language there. It was basically the idea that—the name of the 
course was “Dehumanization and Regeneration of the American Social Order.” It 
wasn’t clear—it seemed when people were talking about, “Well, was this okay to 
bring in someone who was not a qualified instructor, from the community?” and then 
somehow it got turned around and people said, “Okay, he’s the subject of observation 
for the course.” It was very— 

Duster: Oh, I think that may have been the way in which some of the faculty members 
wanted to support the course, because they had ratified it. That’s how they sort of got 
to a point where they could say yes. Because they were caught in a contradiction I 
was talking about earlier—if a person’s authority to teach is based upon traditional 
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articles published, books published, PhD and so on, then of course you couldn’t have 
Cleaver as the instructor, could you?  

On the other hand, there are many traditions in the academy, which they could have 
asked to see ratified, about people who didn’t have PhDs, who had accomplished 
things in a different realm and who were legitimate voices for lecturing. That’s true 
for a lot of the humanities, whether it’s film or—that is, doing something about a 
topic and then talking about it is legitimate, and here was a movement figure who had 
done something. He had written, after all, an important book. He was working with 
Ramparts magazine, writing articles every few weeks. He was not simply someone of 
whom it could be said, “Oh, he’s just from the community. What does he know?” 

In other words, he had, in that sense, credentials that could have been interpreted, but 
they chose this other language of, “He’s the subject matter?” You could look at it that 
way, subject matter. This argument goes to poetry, to music. Is it the musician as 
subject matter? Is that why you have on the music faculty people who are performers, 
or is it only the musicologists, people who are the intellectuals who are studying 
music? That debate has been going on for a hundred years. 

So here was a situation about social movements. They could have said, “We have a 
social movement in America called black nationalism. It has a feature called this 
wing, this wing, that wing. Now here’s the Panther Party, and here is one of its 
leading spokesmen.” So they went down the road of, “Okay, subject matter. We’re 
going to have him up there as subject matter, not as expert, not as someone who 
understands social movement.” That’s your musicologist but not musicians. 

Wilmot: What did you learn about the University in the response of the administration and the 
Senate? I don’t know if it was a learning experience, but I learned about that—. 

Duster: Again, my problem is that I’m a sociologist, and so I actually anticipated some of the 
bureaucratic issues that were coming forward. In my field, especially the study of 
bureaucracy, you know that there is front stage and back stage, that people come 
forward to give language to what they’re doing in a bureaucracy. You know, you 
always say if you’re the church, “We’re saving souls,” if you’re the Army, “We’re 
killing—we’re defending the nation.” But back stage, things are going on which are 
not saving souls and defending the nation. You know that. 

The academy is no different. People say, “We’re teaching students; we’re saving 
intellectual traditions,” when, in fact, there’s a lot of it which is just ego and career 
and careerism, so we get to this topic about what was happening with respect to the 
University and what did I learn about it. It was more of the same. I learned more and 
more. I learned more and more that people in very high positions, who mouth certain 
rhetoric in the public arena, actually are doing so in behalf of their careers and their 
jobs, not because they really believe it. 

And a lot of the things that were happening backstage just gave me more evidence for 
that. So I don’t think I learned anything new. I just learned what I already knew, and 
it was coming out substantively. 
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Wilmot: I guess for me, when I was kind of reviewing what very scant literature there is about 
the Cleaver course, what I found was—it was so interesting to me the way the 
Academic Senate responded and then how the administration took a stand that was 
against the Academic Senate. 

Duster: Sure. 

Wilmot: And how that played itself out. That was so interesting to me. 

Duster: Well, see, there were very narrow corridors open to them. The administration, after 
all, was dealing with the Regents and the legislature, so they had to be responsive to 
this. You had, on the other hand, the students and the faculty who didn’t want to 
appear to be simply kowtowing before political pressure. So people had very narrow 
corridors they were working in. So you’d expect people in the administration to say, 
“No, this is traditional academic work, there’s nothing new here.”  

Wilmot: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: We should change the tape. 

Wilmot: We’re going to take a little pause. 

Duster: Okay. We’ll take a little break. 

[End of Audio File 4] 

[Begin Audio File 5] 

Duster: —the black intellectual in a world of change and transformation and black 
insurgency? 

Wilmot: You did mention that you—you said, “Remind me about the discussion.” You said, 
“My colleague, Bil Banks, wrote a book—” 

Duster: Oh, yes, right, right. 

Wilmot: “—The Black Intellectual, and remind me about the discussion about Gramsci’s 
organic intellectual and how the black intellectual can’t transcend that.” 

Duster: Right, right. That’s a good place to pick this up. Because I think there is a model 
that’s very powerful—[recording glitch; momentary silence, then much lower 
volume]—in the academy that goes something like this, that if you’re truly 
intellectual, then you attempt to extract yourself from your circumstances socially 
and to some extent float above the battle. That’s sort of Karl Mannheim’s notion of 
what he called literally the free-floating intellectual, someone who floats above the 
crass empirical world, understands relationships, and then makes pronouncements. 

That’s contested. Some people would say, “That’s not possible,” but it’s still a very 
popular version, and I think it has to do with everything from what might be called an 
idealized science, where the scientist doesn’t get so much involved in what he or she 
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is doing in terms of outcome but wants to know, quote, “the objective truth” all the 
way over to moral philosophy. I can think of a number of reasons why people would 
take the view that intellectuals should stand and float above and not get so immersed 
in the moment, right? That’s the Mannheimian view.  

At the other end of that argument is the organic intellectual, someone who is 
completely immersed in and engaged with the world and gets their understanding of 
what’s important, what’s enduring, what’s—and so on, not from an abstract position 
but from an engaged position. So your organic intellectual is—this is Gramsci—is 
much more involved with a movement for transformation and is much more valuable 
than what could be called a Mannheimian, free-floating intellectual, okay? 

So Bil Banks is trying to put together this book. It’s called The Black Intellectual. 
He’s arguing that there’s something peculiar and different about black intellectuals, 
and he interviewed me for the book. In my session with him, I made a lot of this, that 
maybe what was going on with this whole array of people he was interviewing, all 
black intellectuals, that they were witnessing themselves being torn apart, being 
ambivalent because, on the one hand, they were in a world of the white academy, if 
they were not at Howard [University] and Talladega [College] or some black 
institution—they were at Harvard or University of Michigan or someplace, and their 
colleagues were mainly white.  

Then the expectation was that they would, quote, “transcend” and be intellectuals 
about their situation when in fact they were often drawn into the thing called a black 
social movement, because when you’re in and around transformation like that and 
you’re part of the group, you will be there. This is a bad metaphor, but at least you’ll 
get the point. You know, when you come out of a situation like a marriage or in a 
divorce, even if you’re not in it, you’re thinking about it? 

I think the same thing is true of black intellectuals. That is, even if you’re not in it, 
you’re not of it, if there’s a movement going on, you’re still in relationship to it; 
you’re still engaged with it. So even the, quote, “transcending”—the black 
intellectual who thinks that he or she transcends it, is often in reaction to or against it. 

So I was seeing this in this period. I had this—not perhaps as well thought-out view, 
but I certainly had it then—that black intellectuals, of which I had to consider myself 
one because I was writing about these topics, increasingly being asked for my 
opinion, even though it wasn’t my area of expertise, and then finding myself having 
to become more of an expert on these matters. 

So I was the living example of someone caught between these views of a contributing 
black intellectual—many of my colleagues asking me, “How come you’re not more 
independent? How come you’re not stepping way back from this?” or “How come,” 
at the other extreme, “how come you’re not joining the staff of the Black Panther 
Party?” A real organic intellectual. [laughs] 

Wilmot: Yes, and it’s interesting that you’ve discussed this in terms of how one thinks of 
oneself and then how others perceive you, and there are two components to that. 
Hmm. Well, let’s see. [pause]  
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I’m sorry, did you have a question? [to Cándida Smith] 

Cándida Smith: I could have a question, but you go ahead. My questions will come out in good time. 

Wilmot: Okay. There’s a number of places—I think, when we started talking about this, when 
I was asking you about when you took the floor at the Senate, and I said, “What were 
you speaking to at that time?” This was the primary topic you raised. Were there 
other issues that you raised? 

Duster: There were many other issues. For example, I remember in particular, a time in 
which the chancellor, Roger Heyns, got up and he said he would not tolerate a black 
studies program that only had blacks in it, that it was a ghettoizing black intellectual 
life, that he wanted to mainstream black studies, and that was the position of many of 
my colleagues. I think I know—Neil Smelser took that position very strongly. They 
wanted to mainstream black studies. 

So the black students knew that I could and would speak to the issue, and they urged 
me to take a position, which was of course consistent with what I had said earlier. I 
got up and I said that position ignores the fact that if you think of race as not just 
something that black people have or that whites have, then the ghettoization of the 
Department of Political Science for all white people—is that white interests? Are 
white interests being pursued by an all-white Political Science Department? And why 
doesn’t the chancellor say he won’t tolerate an all-white Political Science 
Department? 

So I was often giving voice to this oppositional position, which many of the black 
students had. And, maybe because I’m a sociologist, was able to give it a kind of 
voice which they wouldn’t have? You know, “oppositional culture and the 
ghettoization of intellectual life.” That’s not their language, it’s mine. They would 
have had their own way of saying it, but in the Senate, on the floor of the Senate, I 
had given a kind of imprimatur of legitimacy by the use of language. I could fluidly 
move, if I had to, between—you don’t do it from the Senate floor but from an 
intellectual debate with my colleagues. I could move from Gramsci to Foucault and 
Heidegger and back to Husserl. I could do that. Because that’s my world, I live in 
that world. 

And it gave a kind of, at least for me, a grounding to the position I was taking, so 
when I got to speak in the Senate, it was simply a consistency with my earlier 
positions. As I said a little while ago, I didn’t have to dissimulate. I didn’t have to 
say, “Okay, I’m more of this than I said I was.” I’m either more of a revolutionary 
than I’ve said or I’m more of a conservative. I could get up and say, “No, I think the 
chancellor’s position on this one, in saying he will not permit black studies to be all 
black, is not mindful of what’s happening in this society, that he does permit an all-
racially-exclusive department, and it’s because of American history.” Now, he’s 
saying it’s a matter of agency, of willful agency. He won’t permit it. 

“That’s different!” they would say than, “Let the force of history produce an all-
white department.” And then we’ll have a discussion in the Senate, and I would talk 
about that distinction between agency, where the chancellor says, “In my role, I’ll not 
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permit an all-black department because I have agency here,” while an all-white 
political science department is simply a fait accompli because of the forces of history. 

So is it incumbent upon the University to try to alter the force of history? Where is 
agency there? Should not the chancellor take the position—he’s an active agent—to 
help intercede in history? Well, that’s what we’re talking about then, when you say, 
“What happened on the floor of the Senate?” I’m in a debate with my colleagues 
about these issues. 

Cándida Smith: There could be strategic differences. Inverting Heyns’ position. I mean, I think of the 
comparison of third-world studies, ethnic studies, the development of ethnic studies 
with development of women’s studies, where women’s studies activists developed 
the position of not wanting separation but to embed women’s studies as far across the 
spectrum as it could. 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: Which had probably not been as successful as they would have liked, but that was 
nonetheless the goal, as opposed to the proposal for a college of third-world studies 
on this campus, and the separation of third-world studies, rather than embedding the 
question of color and racialization into— 

Duster: I’ve actually said that if we could take at face value the good will of my colleagues 
about mainstreaming, then of course I’d be in favor of that, but I had watched for 
twenty years on this campus how departments were not interested in mainstreaming 
at all, that the political science department had never hired someone to teach black 
mayoral politics which by that time had become a cliché in American political 
thought, that every major city had a black mayor who was caught in all of these 
forces.  

I said you’d think that a political science department would see this as fundamental 
for, quote, “mainstreaming.” But never once had they even considered this. So yes, I 
think that’s right. If I had any evidence that they could mainstream it, I would have 
been delighted.  

I think the answer is sequential. What you get is enough women’s studies to get an 
actual curriculum, a series of research procedures or a series of books or articles and 
so on that have the feminist perspective, and then you’re going to have that 
mainstreamed. But it’s a mighty work to mainstream a point of view in, let’s say, a 
department of—I’ll just use political science because it’s a good one. How do you 
mainstream a feminist position in such a department without having a body of work 
that’s developed? So I think it’s a stage argument. 

Cándida Smith: What was the size of the black student body at Berkeley in the late sixties? 

Duster: It’s a good question. Jerry [Jerome] Karibel actually has some data on that, and I 
believe the figure he gave me was about two or three percent. So we’re probably 
talking, at most, four hundred students, at most. Maybe more like three hundred, 
because the student body is around 20,000. 
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Cándida Smith: Yes, maybe 25,000? 

Duster: Undergraduates. I think it’s closer—you add grad students, you’re up to 30,000. That 
changed over the years, that ratio, but I think in the sixties it was about 20,000, 
22,000 undergraduates. So, yes, at most, three or four hundred. Now, that would 
change after ’69 and ’70. It moved upwards into a high probably of as much as nine 
hundred or so, or a thousand, at a certain point. And those students were scattered. 
They were in no way a coherent group. They were in different disciplines. 

Cándida Smith: Did the Black Studies activists—how much, from your perspective, did they 
represent the black student population on campus? 

Duster: Kicking and screaming, maybe a third. Never more than a third, I would say. 

Cándida Smith: What about channels for university-community interaction, cooperation? What was 
in place? 

Duster: The first Black Studies chair was a guy named Ron Lewis. Ron came out of that 
strong tradition which said community-based work should come first. And so he was 
both a spokesman for that and he tried as best he could to practice it, but I don’t think 
he was very successful, and I don’t think he ever made the contacts with the black 
leadership in the churches and the various civic organizations in Oakland and the Bay 
Area that would have given him a kind of broad base.  

It was not his fault. It was simply time management. I mean, how much time could 
you both spend dealing with university bureaucracy, budgets, trying to hire people, 
and also run back to the community and become a viable figure? Because in the 
community, of course, what they want to see is not just your face and your rhetoric 
but maybe some good works that show that you’ll do something for the community. 

I’ve seen that from many different perspectives, how people can actually get 
themselves spread so thinly by arguing their community commitments when in fact 
they don’t have them, not because they’re not worthy and virtuous and well 
motivated but because the University’s demands are such that it’s hard for you to 
spend that much time, quote, “with the community.” 

Now, it’s one thing if your area of study is urban studies and what you’re doing is 
community-based organization. That’s one thing. But if your area is any of the 
number of disciplines which are not connected to the community, then you’ve got 
double work, double-shift time. You’ve got to get your own work done in the 
academy to get published, and then do that other nurturant community work. 

So I think Ron, not, again, because he didn’t have the motivation but because he had 
only one life, only minimal time, never made those strong connections. 

Wilmot: It’s so funny. This is just an aside, actually, an aside, but it reminds me of when I was 
talking to some of your friends who said, “Troy has hidden time that he does things 
in, and then he manages to look like he doesn’t exert himself, but he just has extra 
time somewhere that we don’t know about.” 
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Duster: It doesn’t feel that way.  

Wilmot: Just an aside. Well, I’m just going to go back to the beginning again, when you came 
to Berkeley in 1966. You said that you were one of six [black] faculty members. I’ve 
tried to count them. I’m trying to think of who that would be. That would be? 

Duster: Jonas Richmond over in Nutritional Sciences. 

Wilmot: See, I didn’t know that person. 

Duster: He was not on the regular faculty, but he was very much a figure. He was always— 

Wilmot: Jonas Richmond? 

Duster: Jonas Richmond. He was in Nutritional Sciences.  

There was Stayton Webster in Education. [John R.] Wilkins in the Law School. I 
think it was—I forget his first name. [Robert H.] Pete Bragg in Engineering.  

Wilmot: Yes, 1969. 

Duster: Actually, Pete Bragg maybe came later. That’s right. Andy Billingsley in Social 
Welfare. How many is that? 

Wilmot: That’s five. 

Duster: Oh, David Blackwell in statistics. 

Wilmot: Right. 

Duster: Now, if there was somebody else, they were not visible to me. 

Wilmot: No, I think that was it. I think when we were having that conversation, it was, was 
there six or seven—actually I think there were six at that time, but my confusion was 
more around who was first [on the ladder]. And I had this conversation with David 
Blackwell. We’re still kind of furry. 

Duster: And Blackwell is not sure, either? 

Wilmot: He is not totally certain. It’s the issue of this man named J. T. [Joseph Thomas] Gier, 
who was in [Electrical] Engineering? 

Duster: I see. 

Wilmot: I’m going to bring that material another time so you can look at it. 

Duster: So, yes, I was one of six. 

Wilmot: Yes. So did you see each other on campus? Was there any kind of black faculty 
organization? Or was that not the kind of thing that happened in that time? 
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Duster: No. We would have an occasional meeting, but it would be more inadvertent. 
Someone, either Andy Billingsley would have a social event, a cocktail party, and he 
would invite faculty, of whom we were always probably the central ones. Maybe 
some other people from the area would come, too, but—no, there was nothing like a 
regular black faculty meeting. That happened much later, much later. 

Wilmot: Did you talk about these issues? Was that something that people talked about, or was 
it kind of—it was more of— 

Duster: No, we talked mainly about politics of the period. I don’t think we talked about 
campus issues because there weren’t very many up until 1968, ‘69, That first couple 
of years, you know, there was not much in the way of action. The Civil Rights 
Movement was alive and well, and we certainly talked about that, but the question 
you’re asking has to do with the Civil Rights Movement and its bearing on campus 
life and whether the faculty was talking around these issues, and no, there was not 
much happening. It wasn’t until 1969 that you start to really get this black—and then 
later on—and I guess even in ‘69 you start to get the third-world connection.  

Here again, maybe it’s worthwhile to say a few things about what was going to 
happen in ’69 and 1970. We’re still in this period, right? 

Wilmot: We’re in this period, yes. 

Duster: Again, this is as much the sociologist in me as the observer who was going through 
the experience, but I also knew that every movement has its two wings. It has, what 
I’ll call its nationalists, who believe in the coherence of the group and how and why it 
should maintain its integrity, and every such group has an insurgency which is 
interested in coalition, coalition politics. 

It was true for the blacks. There were blacks by 1969 who were very much concerned 
that there be much more of a coalition. It was true for the emerging group of 
Chicanos. Many of them—not many of them, some of them I would describe as 
much more nationalist, who felt that there needed to be a coherent position, that only 
Chicanos should be involved in pushing of a Chicano agenda. There were also in this 
group, among the Chicanos, there were people who felt that there should be an 
alliance, a coordination, a coalition, a collective across these lines.  

What happened in this late period was those who took the coalition position became 
front and center, became the public voices of the movement. That’s why the third-
world college or the third-world faculty alliance, of which I was part, or the third-
world students movement and so forth and so on took center stage. 

There were of course strong voices that wanted a more nationalist position. We 
wanted to push an agenda of our group. But Berkeley was unique, I think, around the 
country because that period was one in which people talked about, publicly, 
submerging one’s, quote, “nationalist insurgency position” and talking about the 
collective strength of a third-world alliance. 

I was in that group. I was very much involved as one of the blacks who was central to 
that whole notion of an alliance and a coalition. George Napper was very important. 
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So was Andrew Billingsley. George Napper later on became police chief in Atlanta. 
He wrote his doctoral thesis with me in criminology. It was on the black student 
movement. It was a book called Blacker Than Thou, which is worth a good read. 

It was his account of what was happening on this very issue of blackness, how a 
number of black people would get the legitimacy to go out there and say, “Here’s 
what blackness is,” and then push off center stage those who weren’t black enough. 
So the title of his book actually is not just flourish; it was central. You could claim 
“blacker than thou” and gain a certain kind of ascendancy. 

So I guess—again, one thing I’d like perhaps to round this part out with is as we were 
coming to the close of the 1960s, the Third World alliance, the Third World 
movement, the Third World College is the symbolic front stage of what’s happening 
on campus, while, of course, back stage there is still a lot of nationalist insurgency. 
There are still people who want to say, “All right, they’re out there talking that third 
world stuff, but really, looks”— 

But the third world part of it won, at least as far as people could see. It was coalition 
politics that won. 

Wilmot: Okay. I want to ask you a few questions that are more kind of—do you have any 
questions, Richard? 

Cándida Smith: I do, but why don’t you proceed? 

Wilmot: Yes. I just wanted to ask you a few questions that are more domestic, really. Where 
did you live when you moved here? Did you and your wife move into this house? 

Duster: No. No, when we first came to Berkeley, we lived on the north side, Leroy and 
Cedar, for about a year or two. Then, of course, we moved to Sweden. When we 
came back from Sweden, we lived for another four years, between ‘67 and ‘71, lived 
on Stuart Street, between Fulton and Ellsworth, right near what was then the 
Berkeley Bowl, but it was a Berkeley bowling alley. The Berkeley Bowl actually was 
a bowling alley, before it became the Berkeley Bowl, and then moved to its present 
location. We lived only about a half a block away. So that’s residence. Other 
questions? 

Wilmot: The other question is, you talked about the reaction that you had gotten in Riverside, 
being an interracial couple. Did you find that to be different here? 

Duster: Oh, yes. No, the issues here were never about tension in the community about being 
an interracial couple. We never had any hate mail about that. I had hate mail about 
my positions about the Vietnam War, but that was about it. Anything else? It doesn’t 
matter. Never about interracial marriage, here. 

Wilmot: It seems to me like there’s a somewhat older notion of a faculty wife who gets taken 
up by other faculty wives. 

Duster: Yes. There was something in there. 
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Wilmot: Did that happen with you and with Marie? 

Duster: Let’s see if I can do this quickly. My ex-wife was floundering around with what her 
identity was and what it should be. She was, on the one hand, an artist. She had gone 
to the Stockholm Academy of Arts, and she knew how to do all kinds of things 
artistic but didn’t think she really wanted to do that. She studied languages and 
wanted to make use of it. She spoke about four or five languages, but didn’t want to 
do that. She had about five or six different options, and finally she decided she 
wanted to finish up her graduate training. I think she went to anthropology for a 
period but didn’t want to do that, either. So she was sort of floundering around. 

Again, the times are so important. This was the time of the women’s movement, just 
surfacing, just emerging. My wife went to a dinner party one night, in which I came 
in late. When I came in, people said, “Oh, so you’re Marie Duster’s husband.” And 
everybody laughed. Except my wife. That is, what they were doing was saying, 
“You’re the non-person here.” But it was, quote, “a joke.” But it wasn’t, because in 
that context, she would have heard it the other way around most of the time, okay? 
So she talked about that, about what that was like.  

I wouldn’t say she got into a faculty wives’ group; she got into a group of people who 
were very self-consciously intellectuals and feminists, some of them who were 
faculty wives, some of them who were not. But there was this insurgency about the 
women’s movement that caught her up, too. Identity and what she would be doing 
with her life independent of me became very much an issue. 

We tried to sort of keep it together, even though it was becoming clear that she 
wanted to go back to Sweden and wanted me to come back with her, but I had 
already lived two and a half years in Sweden, and I didn’t feel I could make a life 
there. I didn’t feel like I wanted to teach in Sweden, and that’s what I was equipped 
to do, to become an academic, and my Swedish was not that good. I could speak 
moderately well. I could certainly hold a basic conversation, but I couldn’t get up and 
give a lecture. I would slaughter the grammar, you know? 

So, no, I didn’t find that an alternative, so when she went back to Sweden, I think in 
‘72, somewhere in there— 

Cándida Smith: Might there also have been some sense that the intellectual community that you 
would enter in Sweden was not one— 

Duster: That was also true. 

Cándida Smith: —that you wanted to be part of? 

Duster: Yes, that was true as well. But even if that had been true, I think I would have had 
reservations because of my linguistic problems, my lack of skills. You need 
commitment to do that. You need to immerse yourself in a culture and in a language. 
So in some ways, your question sharpens it. I didn’t have that interest. That was just 
impossible for me to think about, going back to Sweden, immersing myself for two 
or three years, learning the culture well enough and learning the language.  
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We commuted for a year. I was in London, the London School of Economics, on a 
sabbatical, and I commuted up to Stockholm or she’d come down a lot, and that was 
the last year we actually lived together. In ‘74, ‘75, I had already moved back here, 
and she decided to stay in Sweden and had a new career. It was called a psychiatric 
nursing career, and she later on developed a whole way of dealing with mental health 
issues and poetry, but that’s another story. 

Anyway, yes, my life here in Berkeley with my wife was completely free of the kind 
of interracial hostility that we experienced in Riverside, completely free of that. 

Cándida Smith: I wonder, in terms of the development of the women’s movement and in particular 
the women’s consciousness raising, as a professional husband but also a scholar of 
social movements, how you looked at that and how you handled— 

Duster: Yeah. 

Cándida Smith: —the personal versus the— 

Duster: I was very good. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: You were very good. 

Duster: No, I mean, I was very consistent in my understanding of what was happening at a 
personal level. I actually said it to Marie, “Look, I know this is not the original 
contract. The original contract was the one one makes when one is growing up in a 
culture that says the boy goes out and gets the bacon and the girls cooks it and you 
live happily ever after.” We actually had that discussion. You know, times have 
changed. It is no longer a world in which that’s true, although that was the original 
contract. I mean, not contract in terms of we signed anything, but when we married, 
when we met, we were kids. She was twenty-one, twenty-two; I was twenty-six. You 
know, kids. What do you know? You just know what the culture’s blueprint is, unless 
you’re a thoughtful and sentient actor, and I was not. 

So I felt, by the time we were, what?—ten years, twelve years down the road, now 
she was in her early thirties and I’m in my late thirties, and I’m saying to her, “Yes, 
things have changed, and those conditions under which we got married are 
completely different now, and you need to have your own, independent life.” The 
irony was that, of all the things I did—I tried to support her in all those different 
things, supporting her with art; that didn’t last. Supported all those things. And then 
she said, “No, I think I want to be this other thing.” I said, “I’m not sure that’s a good 
idea.” And, of course, that’s what she decided to do. [laughs] 

I’m not sure how good I was. I was being sarcastic. I think, like most men, you think 
you’re being supportive, and maybe you’re giving subtle messages about domination 
or—who knows? Who knows what’s going on? It was interesting to me that she 
pursued a path, of all the paths that I was being supportive for, she chose a path that I 
said, “That’s not a good idea.” [chuckles] 

So yeah, I think the sociologist in me was mainly in control of that in the sense that I 
never felt—again, like I said about the black students and never being able to 
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satisfy—I didn’t say to myself, “Uh-oh, here comes this terrible thing called ‘the 
movement.’ ‘It’ has ruined my marriage.” That wasn’t my view. My view was, 
“Times have changed.” You can’t invoke 1961 rules in 1971. The world had looked 
so much different while I was growing up from the way it looked in Berkeley in the 
early seventies. It looked so different. 

It’s hard to communicate how much social transformation had taken place in that one 
decade. I mean, unless you’re living it, you don’t experience it. Berkeley felt like 
transformations were occurring in people in two- and three-year periods. It would go 
from white shirt and tie [to] up into the Oregon woods, and they’d come back with 
this long hair, and it would be someone I had known just two or three years earlier, 
and they had, quote [dramatic voice], “totally transformed themselves,” new names 
and so on. 

So this craziness, you know? Things that are now jokes in people’s stories about the 
period were actually experienced. I mean, I experienced those things with people 
who were friends of mine went through this—boom!—life transformation. So the 
fact that my ex-wife would go through a real shift in her notion about wanting to be a 
sentient, independent actor who had a life of her own seemed to me to be right. 
That’s what was happening. 

Cándida Smith: What about on the departmental level? How was it responding to the rise of the 
women’s movement and the rise of the third-world radicalism? 

Duster: With resistance. You had here senior white males, and that’s what we have to call 
them. It reminds me of a funny story, and I’ll digress for a moment. One of my 
colleagues, black female English professor, was teaching a course—it must have 
been about twelve, thirteen years ago, and is up in New England in a small college, 
and she decided she would retitle her course, “Eight White Male American Writers of 
the Nineteenth Century.” Her department chair called her in and said, “What are you 
doing this for? You’re politicizing the curriculum.” She said, “No, I’m just describing 
what I’m doing.” That was a fairer thing than to call it “American Literature of the 
Nineteenth Century.” 

Why did I digress there? My colleagues. My colleagues, white males of advancing 
years saw this thing called the Third World College or the women’s movement as a 
fundamental threat. They did not see it in any sense with distance or, God knows, 
humor. They were humorless about it. It was an attack upon all that they regarded as 
the fundamental infrastructure of their own existence. 

Now, how was that possible? Why wasn’t there more security here? Well, here were 
these twenty, twenty-five-year-olds challenging them, saying that they had missed 
something basic about intellectual life in America, and rather than saying, “Well, 
maybe you’ve got a point; let’s see what you have to say,” it was, “This is political, 
and we’re not political. We’re simply teaching the textual materials of the 
curriculum. We are the neutral purveyors of knowledge, and you are politicizing. 
Once you call it ‘Eight White Males,’ American writers, you’re politicizing. We’re 
just teaching the curriculum.” 
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And so when women did the same thing, when women challenged and said, “Why 
isn’t there more of a feminist sensibility in the discipline of sociology?” I think the 
sociologists and the political scientists, of course, even more so, were much more 
viscerally engaged and angry at this than people in other fields because it seemed to 
speak so much to, again, the architecture of thought in the field. 

It would be less true in physics. After all, if someone would say, “Is there a black 
physics?” There’s just physics, you know. But we’re talking about social movements 
or social control, theories of political domination, and you don’t bring in the voice of 
women over three centuries, it seems a more difficult thing just to circumnavigate. 
You can’t just say, “Well, is there a black physics,” and get around it.  

My colleagues, for the most part, were threatened, and I think—this is a good way to 
sort of bring this to a conclusion, because I’ve got to leave in about ten minutes. I 
think my colleagues could not fathom that there could be just a little legitimacy. It’s 
like pregnancy or not. Either you’re right or your wrong about this. And I think what 
I saw in them was no fluidity, no give and take. If black students would get up in 
class and say, why wasn’t Frantz Fanon the curriculum? How come it’s only Marx 
and [Emile] Durkheim and [Max] Weber?” 

Now, rather than stepping back and saying, “Well, let’s think about that and let’s talk 
about the forces at play,” the face would get red. Veins would pop out. They’d have 
to start defending themselves against this insurgency. So when my colleague, 
[Robert] Bob Blauner and I actually took over and taught a course in social theory, 
called “The Theory of Frantz Fanon,” many of my colleagues went ballistic. They 
couldn’t understand what had happened to this otherwise nice boy from Chicago, 
who had been so easygoing with them and mild mannered and teaching courses on 
traditional sociology. Now suddenly I was teaching a course in social theory? On 
Fanon? What had gone wrong?  

[End Audio File 5] 
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Interview 5: February 14, 2003  
 
[Begin Audio File 6] 
 
Wilmot: Interview five, February 14, 2003. 

Cándida Smith: —the world as of what, 1965? [laughs] But anyway, are we running? 

Wilmot: We are running now, so maybe do—I have a list of all the people who were in your 
department in 1965 if you want to see that, I don't know if you— 

Duster: That depends upon the question. I'll remember key people. 

Wilmot: Okay, that's fine. 

Cándida Smith: When we left off you had just gotten tenure in 1969, and there are many directions 
we could go from that point, it's sort of more like a starflower—starfish, or sunflower 
than an arrow. I thought maybe we could talk a little bit about trends in sociology and 
trends in the sociology department in the 1970s, how your thinking is developing and 
fitting itself in with what's going on in the field, both nationally and at Berkeley. 

Duster: Good place to start, because the sixties were of course a period in which you could 
say there was a coherence to the field of sociology. You could actually name eighty 
or ninety books that any grad student in sociology had to know, and it was called the 
"discipline" or the "canon." 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: By the end of the sixties, early seventies, the fracture had begun. And I think it's in 
part a function of the strong insurgency from progressives, whether they were 
Marxist or the New Left, or whatever, who came with a very strong challenge to 
people who were seeing sociology as value-neutral science. So whether it was the 
banner of C. Wright Mills who starts to be raised here as a critical thinker, the student 
movement of the sixties was pretty much at issue because people, especially in 
Berkeley, literally split on whose side were you on. Were you in the Free Speech 
Movement, which was a signal event of the '64, '65 period? That got exacerbated into 
the period of the late sixties when you got into the Vietnam War and the Civil Rights 
Movement. So it starts off with the FSM which seems to be a kind of local matter 
about free speech, but of course one now understands that the Civil Rights Movement 
actually was the basis of it because they were—it was free speech about something, it 
was free speech about mobilizing to change things in Safeway or Automobile Row. 
So it wasn't just free speech, it was about the Civil Rights Movement. 

Well, in the middle sixties, most of the faculty was quite liberal. They were saying, 
"Of course one should be in favor of civil rights in the South." What happened in the 
late sixties is therefore important to sociology and to the local scene, both, both local 
sociology and national issues. Because suddenly the issue is no longer liberal about 
the South, liberal about what is happening way over there. One had to be responding 
to students on campus who wanted transformation locally. And faculty who had been 
progressives and liberals in the national scene often found themselves becoming quite 
conservative, and often portrayed as reactionary when it came to the local scene. So I 
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would say sociology—and indeed, it was true I think for a good part of Berkeley and 
I think all over the country, but you saw it here sharply and dramatically—you saw 
people who had been pro-FSM and very much in favor of the students shifting their 
political position when it came to local scenes about protest on campus, when it came 
to the Vietnam War, and then later on, most especially the transformation of 
academic life on campus, namely the insurgency with black studies and women's 
studies. 

So I think that's the frame that I saw shaping itself quite quickly in the late sixties. 
When the battle came to campus, a lot of people that you would have thought would 
have been progressive changed their stripes and moved over into a rather strong neo-
conservative position. 

Now, even affirmative action was going to take this form, it took a different form. I 
mean, Nate Glazer was a colleague of mine back in the middle sixties at Berkeley. He 
actually was the chair of what was called the Integrative Social Science course, and I 
taught in that program with Nate Glazer. Well, Lipset was here in that period, I 
remember having coffee with Marty Lipset. Now, you know, Lipset and Glazer both 
became neo-conservatives, although I always thought Lipset was much more 
complex on this matter than Nate Glazer, I'll tell you why in a moment. 

Glazer—no, let's go back to my coffee with Lipset where he says to me, "You know, 
affirmative action is just not good for the Jewish people, it gets in the way of what we 
think is going to be the right way to proceed, it's about quotas," and we argued about 
that. I said, "Quotas and inclusion basically are different. You can have a quota 
excluding people, that's one thing. But an attempt to bring people into an institution 
based upon their representation in the population is a different thing than trying to 
exclude them." But Lipset said to me, "Well, I understand what you're saying, but 
we're going to part ways on this issue." 

Now here was, you know—and this is true, by the way, for a lot of people who had 
this background back in the pre-war America, who had been progressive leftists, but 
who certainly became centrists or right-wingers by the time the sixties came along. 
Lipset was never—and here my colleagues and I will disagree, I always thought 
Marty Lipset was a much more complex figure. 

But Glazer on the other hand, who had been quite progressive on all kinds of issues 
around race then does a real break publicly, and does this major book called 
Affirmative Discrimination [Affirmative Discrimination: Ethnic Inequality and Public 
Policy]. I was asked to review that book for sociology's major journal. And that was 
a real split that was a real break. By that time Nate had gone to Harvard, and the 
review that I did said in effect, "Glazer has distorted much of his own understanding 
of American history by saying 'America has always been about individual 
achievement, and we shouldn't start now with group criteria for success.'" I mean, 
that's the main [laughs] thrust of that book. But you know, "Now, Nate, what about 
Native America?" He said, "Well, those are exceptions," the whole thing with 
genocide of Native Americans and all this talk about the talk that we cannot take for 
granted, he said that the real thrust of American freedom was all about—this is 
cream, by the way. [referring to creamer on table]  
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Anyway, so this was a big moment for all of us. But between I’ll say '67 and '71 you 
had a four-year period where people reshaped their friendships, reshaped their 
political understandings, reshaped their connections, and it was deep. It was of no 
superficial stuff. People no longer talked to each other in the department based upon 
their politics. And the split was so deep that you could almost see factions 
developing. And there were two major factions that could be called inside the 
department, the progressives, the—I hate to say "left," but—alright, the progressive 
faction. The—what could be called the right wingers. And then in the center were 
about seven or eight key people, and whichever way they went the department went. 
So you had about five or six on each end, in each pole, maybe, and in the center—
and whichever way the center went, the department went, because you could always 
count on either the progressives or the right going with them. 

And it was fascinating to watch this over and over again, where you could see the 
power of the center. The two key figures here were Phil Selznick and Neil Smelser. 
Selznick had been department chair, he was a major figure in the field. And Phil had 
a way of listening to issues and then saying, "Here this is the morally important thing 
to do.” Without regard to politics, it was the important thing to do. And then Neil 
would often back up Phil, and he would say, "Well, these are the politically 
complicated but important reasons for proceeding." So you have this what I call the 
one-two punch, you have Phil with kind of high moral theorizing about a course of 
action that was necessary. And then you have Neil giving you the realpolitik as to 
why this should happen—and the center always won. Whatever Neil and Phil said, 
[laughs] "Whoosh!" was always the department. Because either the left said, "Oh, 
that's right, they've got it right, they're going with us, or we're going with them," or it 
was the other way around. So— 

Wilmot: Were you aware of this before you—you talked about how you were kind of housed 
in a different—in a center, the Center for the Study of Higher Education for a very 
long time. 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: So were you aware of this, of the terrain of the department before you joined— 

Duster: No. 

Wilmot: —came on the ladder? 

Duster: Well, I had some inkling about the department's self-conception, I knew that because 
they had dropped the axe on about five or six people coming up for tenure. I knew it 
was a very tough place and that people actually said things like, "You know, we don't 
give tenure to people. You must earn tenure, and you must display that you are in at 
the top," you know, and so on. So, [laughs] that's what I meant by the Berkeley 
arrogance, it was supreme. And that's why I said last time, I never thought I was even 
going to be considered for a position, because I wasn’t going to come in without 
tenure and then being evaluated by those criteria. Because people like Jerry Skolnick, 
I could name more names, but people who would come up for tenure and [clapping 
noise] got the axe dropped on them, I'm not going to do that. These guys had 
published major works in the field, [laughs] you know? And my book was just 
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coming out, it was I didn't think anything resembling the kind of stature that the 
people who I thought were part of the canon had been publishing. Remember the 
context, I'm talking about a period in which there was a canon, and there were, again, 
these major books. You either get a Merton, Parsons, you know, Dahrendorf, and so 
on, you knew those figures, even though it was out of your field. 

So Berkeley's view of itself was actually not wrong. They had people who were the 
major figures in their field. Kingsley Davis was the demographer. They had Phil 
Selznick, the organizations theorist. They had—go right down the line, they had 
people who were the major people in their field. Herb Blumer, who was "Mister 
Symbolic Interaction." So, in that crowd I felt like not just the odd man out, but the 
nerve that I would even think of myself in that company! I was a kid of thirty-two, 
thirty-three, I mean, what do I know? I’ve got a book that is coming out, but it's not 
going to be part of the canon, and I know that. 

So in that context, sure, I looked around and said, “Uh-uh, I'm not coming into this 
department.” Until as I told you, they said, “What we meant was tenure.” “Oh, if 
that’s what you mean. [laughs] I understand—.” 

Wilmot: Here I come! 

Duster: [laughs] But I didn't have any sense of the politics, of this kind of deeply visceral 
politics of pro- or anti-student or pro- or anti-transformation of the curriculum, access 
of students to voting on the faculty personnel matters. These are big issues in the 
sixties and seventies. Should students vote on personnel matters? Well, people went 
ballistic over that one. 

Cándida Smith: What was the glue holding the center together, or was there a cohesion to the center 
group? 

Duster: No. I think the center was always trying to rescue the position of Berkeley Sociology 
as being dominant, important, number one. And I have to say a little bit about the 
field as it was developing. Because Berkeley Sociology was actually sort of put 
together with the star system. Herb Blumer came here in the, oh, it must have been 
the middle fifties, somewhere in there. And Clark Kerr, then the chancellor—he 
became president later—he had this policy which is we got money, we're going to 
pick out the best and the brightest, the biggest names in the field, bring them to 
Berkeley. That's when Herb Blumer then goes out and gets Kingsley Davis from—I 
guess he was at Columbia—or he gets Reinhard Bendix and Marty Lipset, he gets 
Neil Smelser. He picks these people out and they all come to Berkeley and suddenly 
we have the number one department. It was a star system. 

So now what held it together? Herb Blumer used to say to me, he had built this 
program because he wanted a dialogue, and the discipline he wanted people to come 
in to Berkeley and have it out intellectually in a forum in the same department. But 
he said it was to his everlasting disappointment that what happened was people got 
here and they went off into their institutes. So Kingsley went off into Demography, 
Lipset and Bendix went over into Industrial Relations, and they all went into their 
little baronies and fiefdoms and didn't talk to each other. 
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Now, back to your question, what was this all about? It was not about having it out in 
Blumer's sense, of "Now let's have this rich discussion about intellectual political 
matters and let's see what sociology really is," but it was about maintaining fiefdoms, 
maintaining their baronies. Switzerland, you know, you go to your part of 
Switzerland, the Italian sector, you go to the French section, we have the German 
sector, and we’ll call it Switzerland. But there was nothing resembling a serious 
intellectual dialogue. 

So the department meetings were all about how to maintain this Swiss [laughs]—this 
is my first time using this metaphor but it works—this Swiss strategy, maybe adding 
some pieces to it, maybe growing it, but never a notion that there is going to be a 
transformative issue within the discipline. So what held it together? The sense that 
we could do this and continue to do it if we just didn't break into warfare, if the 
détente of Switzerland could remain, "You stay over there, you stay here; we'll agree 
to disagree, up to a point," and the center could always take that position while the 
two poles were always about to either secede [laughs] or go to civil war. Now, the 
center was always like the last cable car. 

Wilmot: That sounds like the center was more invested in the health of the department in some 
ways, or just in the longevity, or— 

Duster: Yes. Just what the center wants, you know, peace and—if not harmony, you know? 

Cándida Smith: Yes. Well certainly both Smelser and Selznick are very powerful people on campus 
and in the field in general. 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: Neil, I knew better, he seems very savvy about issues in politics and power, so—but 
then, is there a principle maintaining then this pluralism that Blumer started out with, 
is that itself a principle, that you could have —? 

Duster: I didn't think it was conscious, I don't think people said, "Well, let's have this 
pluralistic strategy.” I think it was expedient. People decided, “This is the only way 
we're going to survive, that we not try to have one part of the field obliterate or 
dominate the other.” 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: So let's just have this strategy. Now, I'll give you some examples of how this would 
come to pass. In the early seventies, Art Stinchcombe had become chair. 
Stinchcombe was one of the new breed, the young turks. He was not part of this old 
guard. He was this next generation, very successful, well published, well thought of. 
He became department chair. And he named me chair of personnel. So, I regarded 
myself as a little bit young for the job, but still I didn't think of myself as politically 
naive. I thought of myself as having certain sensitivities to political realities, and so I 
knew how to get political agreements. And at one point I went—there was a person 
coming up for a position in the field that had been designated as social demography, 
it wasn't demography, social demography. So I knew enough to know that the 
department was going to defer to the senior demographer. So I have a personnel 
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committee meeting and we agreed upon the two or three top candidates, and then I 
realized I had better go and check in with Kingsley. And so we had lunch and I said, 
"Well, Kingsley, what do you think of this candidate?" And Kingsley said to me, 
"Oh, I think this is a rather interesting candidate, does fairly good work," seemed to 
be nodding along and saying he was in more or less agreement with this. So we 
ended lunch and I thought that was quite amicable, and went back to the department 
meeting about two weeks later, made my presentation for this candidate. And then 
one of my colleagues, maybe Harold Wilensky, turns to Kingsley, says, "Kingsley, 
you haven't spoken much about this topic, what do you think of this candidate?" So 
Kingsley says, "Oh, I think she does very good work for what she does, in her area, 
but we're talking about the whole field." Then he proceeded to [laughs] rip and tear 
based upon what he thought, the whole area should be covered. So he was going to 
grant that it was good work over here, but really the whole—. 

So, I'm not sure why I went down that road, but it was that—oh, I know what it was. 
It was the honoring of the baronies. You honor that that's demography, that's 
Kingsley's world, and the department would suddenly swing—or at least the seven in 
the center would swing [laughs] to that position, and could always guarantee the 
other five or six. 

Cándida Smith: To support, in that case to support the autonomy of the senior figure. 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: To the sort of European model— 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: —of academic life. Having been involved in two searches that were demography 
searches, I came to the conclusion that there were no criteria that united—I mean, the 
demographers themselves at Michigan were so divided as to what constituted quality 
that there was no objective criteria for determining what was good work and what 
was not. 

Duster: Right. And yet they are the ones with the, you know, the scientific axe to grind, 
econometrics or whatever else they are using sometimes these days to position 
themselves at the more scientific part of the discipline. 

Anyway, so why don't you ask me some questions, there are many ways to head— 

Cándida Smith: Well, how did the political divisions which you've articulated then map onto the 
theoretical trends that were developing in the department and in the field generally? 

Duster: [sigh] Actually, they didn't map very well. It would cause some real strange 
bedfellows, because in the discipline, the big fights were not over the issues that we 
were fighting about, but they were tending towards quantitative versus qualitative 
research, or historical, humanistic theoretically informed work as opposed to 
quantitative analysis of—whether it was log linear analysis or some modeling of 
behavior based upon—. So you had those fights in the discipline. And the number 
one departments, the numbers, maybe at that point two, three, and four, were all 
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heavily quantitative. And here was Berkeley, having this tottering act, this balancing 
act between people like Bellah and Smelser, and even Wilensky, who were not really 
quantitative, but had done grand historical work about an era. You know, Neil's work 
was on social change in England, and that was his dissertation, and he later on works 
on social movements, but he is not concerned so much with quantitative measures as 
ways of thinking about social movements, and so on. So, and on down the line. So, 
Berkeley sociology was never in the same breath with Chicago, Wisconsin, even 
Michigan in that period. It had a heavy concentration of people in these different 
areas. It had after all, Blumer, the interactionist. It had—Erving Goffman had been 
here, and so on. So, here was a strange situation where the fights in the department 
weren't really over those issues, not whether you were quantitative or not. And I think 
what’s fascinating to me—now I guess we can now move into this area which we 
talked earlier about, I'll name some names—but I think it is interesting, what 
happened. 

[A segment of the interview at this point is sealed until January 1, 2038] 

So, yeah, it's not as though you can say the department's big fights were either 
quantitative, qualitative, or maybe even left, right. There was something else going 
on, it was an alignment that seemed sometimes hard to predict. 

Cándida Smith: Of course then one of the interesting things about Berkeley is in social theory and 
political theory, because it's clear that's the main issue at Berkeley, because you're not 
arguing about quantitative versus qualitative, you're arguing about how do you 
analyze social process. 

Duster: A sharp contrast, you know, again, to make it less parochial. This same period, 
Political Science was going through its own apocalyptic transformation where the 
theory people, [Sheldon] Wolin and Jack [John] Schaar, and later on Norman 
Jacobson, again, Jacobson and a few others, actually wind up feeling that they can no 
longer stay here because the quantitative people in political science take over the 
department. That never happened at Berkeley in Sociology, it did happen in Political 
Science. There was a real purge of the theory people. Wolin goes with Schaar to 
Santa Cruz and later on goes to Princeton. That was always hovering over us. Would 
our fights break out into the kind of political science wars?  

Now, ultimately, they did. Ultimately, by the time we got into the eighties, what was 
seen as the intractable splits got so deeply imbedded into our lives that people who 
felt that they should be listened to more—some of my senior colleagues—felt, I 
think, dissed or dismissed by younger people, and so they decided to leave the 
department. So at a certain point we then get people like Reinhard Bendix leaving for 
Political Science. Early on Marty Trow left, that was early. Marty left probably in the 
late sixties for Public Policy. But then Wilensky would leave and go to Political 
Science, and Ed Swanson would go over to Psychology. So there were about three or 
four, maybe five important developments there where this split that we saw that had 
happened in Political Science—you know, people felt like they could no longer get a 
comfortable space in this former collegium, you know—baronies started to break up. 
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Cándida Smith: So has that drift through the eighties, does that have an ideological attachment to it? I 
mean, I'm thinking of Wilensky—and, you know, does that mean that—is the right 
leaving? 

Duster: You see, here's the peculiar thing, and I go back to my—what I said earlier about the 
sixties and the left and—out there. In almost any dimension, one would describe 
Wilensky and a number of my colleagues who were in the department seen in terms 
of their conservative or maybe right-wing tendencies, the actually intellectual work 
they were doing would be seen as, by many people in this society as being quite 
progressive. Certainly, at worst you could say centrist. But Wilensky was not a right-
winger in the grand scheme. His work on social welfare in Scandinavia is sort of just 
what that is—it's not an attack on the welfare system by any means. It’s a defense of 
welfare. So there’s a good example, you know, that it wasn't ideological in the sense 
that you could say, "Oh, these are right-wing thinkers." Look what happened in 
Anthropology, where you've got this guy Vince Sarich, who simply moved over to 
the right, and his politics began to influence his way of talking about anthropology. 
That did not happen in Sociology. You could not say, "Well, the people who were 
leaving had become right-wingers," in the society. Ed Swanson was never a right-
winger in the larger society. But on a local [laughs] political scene, I mean, internal 
logic of the department, in the internal logic of the university, would he affirm gender 
studies, women's studies, ethnic studies, black studies? I mean, these people locally 
became, "We will defend the citadel against all those insurgents, barbarians at the 
gates who want to change this magnificent thing called the academy." 

Now, it’s at that level that it was ideological. It was not, again, about American 
society, or around the world. These people were probably very strongly anti-Vietnam 
War, and strongly in favor of civil rights and so on, but when it came down to the 
local scene—and the visceral anger of it was palpable. Once at a department meeting 
that was actually a kind of fisticuffs that would have had broken out; people 
restrained kind of, a couple of people from fighting. It was mean, you know. 

Cándida Smith: Are you familiar with [Richard A.] Bernstein's book, The Restructuring of Social and 
Political Theory, came out in the late seventies? 

Duster: No. 

Cándida Smith: In which he describes the process, primarily in sociology, but he also addresses 
political science to some degree, but primarily sociology, where he describes what 
happens in the transition from the sixties to the seventies as a rebellion against 
Parsons, Merton, Hollman's symbolic interaction, and Rex's conflict theory, and the 
more—the theory that could be considered more strictly social scientific and aspired 
to some kind of value neutrality—whether it was value neutral or not in reality was 
another question; he assumes that it was not value neutral—but it gets replaced by 
insurgency in three areas, the phenomenology, phenomenological sociology, the 
linguistic turn, and the Frankfurt school of critical theory. Of course, this is a step on 
the way towards the issues of identity politics becoming— 

Duster: Right. 

Cándida Smith: —front and center. Does that—how does that map onto your experience? 



121 

 

Duster: Well, the phenomenological part was a very important wing in the discipline in its 
fracture, but it was minor at Berkeley, because when Erving Goffman left, there was 
no one who even came close to pursuing the phenomenological position. No one 
even came close. I mean, [Harvey] Sacks and [Emanuel Abraham] Schegloff had 
been here as graduate students, but they went elsewhere. [David] Sudnow, the same. 
So that grad students were strongly phenomenological, coming out of the 
Garfinkelian tradition, but no one on the faculty. And Erving Goffman was 
remarkably successful at never having a grad student who followed him. I mean, he 
was the Lone Ranger. I would say, of all of the figures in the department, and this is 
probably true at Pennsylvania too, Erving just never had a following. Garfinkel, on 
the other hand, at UCLA, had groupies. I mean, people—actually, people like 
Schegloff, Sudnow, that group, would go down to Harold, from Berkeley, they’d go 
down and spend time with Harold. Not here with Erving. Erving was the loner. 

Okay, so the faculty never had a phenomenological turn here— 

Cándida Smith: Linguistic turn— 

Duster: Linguistic, again there were people on the campus who were interested in these 
issues, but no one in sociology. Not even coming close, no. So, in that sense, I don't 
think Berkeley sociology was touched, except by Marxism. Now, the Marxists would 
make their inroads, but I think mainly it was students, student insurgency. And unlike 
the phenomenological group, which only had about four or five, I would say by the 
seventies, the Marxists, or neo-Marxists, you know, the Gramsci-ites, whatever 
version you want to give to this new insurgency in the New Left, that was probably 
over half the grad students. 

Coming right behind them was another insurgency from the feminists. So gender 
studies, women’s studies, women's issues are going to play a much more powerful 
role in department politics alongside of again, this neo-left insurgency. Those two 
played much more of a role than phenomenology, or maybe symbolic interactionism. 
After all, Blumer was there, and he had a following. But that was, that was not so 
much. I guess, in Bernstein’s—here I think Bernstein is wrong. I think symbolic 
interactionism always had a more—what should we call it?—destabilizing critical 
stance toward the discipline of sociology than has been given credit. I think it was 
always right at the margin, at the border, saying, "No, we don't think so," about all 
the structuralism that was sort of deeply mired in much of social thought, whether it 
was Weber or Durkheim or Marx. So the interactionists were, I think, never part of 
the central camp. But that's a debate. I just think he doesn't get that right, because the 
interactionists and the phenomenologists, although they did tend to fight each other, 
from certain angles they were on the same side for a lot of these issues. You know, 
the overly determined organizational analysis, the structural analysis of social life, 
they always wanted to see much more fluidity. So your question, whether these kinds 
of— 

Cándida Smith: What about critical theory, Frankfurt school? 

Duster: Yes— 

Cándida Smith: And you had [Leo] Lowenthal, of course, on the faculty. 
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Duster: Yes. Not a major issue. Again, Lowenthal had his students, he had a few, but not that 
many. And Lowenthal very much folded in with Selznick, on every major issue. So it 
was never the Frankfurt school against the organizational theory. I mean, Leo and 
Phil were in that sense politically on the same wavelength all the time. 

Cándida Smith: Were students ever interested in [Jürgen] Habermas at this time, or the faculty—? 

Duster: Yes—Habermas becomes an interesting figure in the debates in social theory, so 
students who are not necessarily going to be Habermasian have to know who 
Habermas was and what he said about legitimacy and all that, all of these start to 
surface. But again, I don't think the Frankfurt school or Habermas plays nearly as 
important a role as the kind of general neo-Marxist stuff that is surfacing. And I do 
want to make a distinction here—in some ways C. Wright Mills is more of the god, 
Gramsci is more of the god, than Habermas. 

Cándida Smith: Okay. How did these people relate to somebody like Neil Smelser? 

Duster: With skepticism. By the late seventies, early eighties, there are still careerists, there 
are still people who understand that if you want to make it to Harvard and Chicago, 
Wisconsin and MIT, you had better be very friendly with the key players in the 
department, and Neil Smelser and Bob Bellah, and Selznick and so on—these are all 
the key players. But, in grad student talk, you know, over cappuccino or over cognac, 
they were really, I would think quite skeptical, and disrespectful. They were reading 
other literature and wondering why they were not being given more of this critical 
literature from a different perspective. Yes, I don't—yes, I guess that's my feel for 
what was going on at that—that the grad students were living two lives. [laughter] 

Cándida Smith: Yes, they often do, if not three or four. 

Duster: Right. 

 

Cándida Smith: Well, the picture I'm getting from you, and I may be abstracting it incorrectly, but 
that the department was actually—well, perhaps liberal or progressive in larger 
society— 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: —within itself, is increasingly playing a more conservative role on campus, and 
probably more—is increasingly becoming more conservative and perhaps— 

Duster: In the discipline. 

Cándida Smith: In the discipline. 

Duster: Because now you're starting to get people asking the Berkeley departments' major 
figures to come around and play policeman. So Neil goes to Harvard as an external 
advisor, and he gives them advice on how to restructure their program. I mean, Neil 
will tell you this directly, he would say he and a few other people were going around 



123 

 

the country, he would call it "in their policemen blue." As external reviewers of the 
major departments. And of course they were not saying, "Bring on more 
phenomenology, critical theory, you know, Frankfurt school," and so on. They were 
saying in effect—this is what's fascinating—they actually went over to a more 
quantitatively oriented sociology. So even though Neil himself could not be 
described as in that camp, when he advised other major departments, and when he 
would come back, even, to Berkeley, he would say, "Well, we have to have much 
more quantitative skills on the faculty, we must make sure that we're in this vanguard 
movement, have more and more of this kind work represented." 

So I think that's right, that the Berkeley department starts to play a role as a 
conservatizing force in the discipline. Now, the irony of course is that it's still pretty 
much the same department, it's still on record the number one or number two 
department in the country. It has never, it has never had a serious quantitative wing. I 
mean, even when I became chair in '85 and '87, I did several things, but one of the 
interesting things was that I orchestrated a kind of hiring strategy. And I was quite 
happy to hire Leo Goodman, who was a big figure in quantitative sociology from 
Chicago. Now, he actually wanted to come out to Berkeley, so it was what we called 
in those days "opportunity hires." I think there was something about a relationship 
with a woman that was operating here, and I guess made it easy to use this as a 
recruitment strategy, and it was high visibility and people said, oh, it would be a good 
thing if Berkeley had this major figure in quantitative analysis. 

Well, Leo got here, he had no students. He's never had students. You go through his 
record the last fifteen years since he was hired, I don't think Leo has produced more 
than three, maybe, and that's generous. So there's never been a quantitative wing in 
the department, even with the hiring of Leo Goodman. 

Now, in contrast, when I was chair, I hired three—well, I certainly hired two women 
who were important figures in the discipline. And it was one of these things where I 
was able to use my political connections to the campus at large to pull off this coup 
with only one FTE [Full Time Equivalent Position]. So how was I able to do this? 
Well, I had learned that the law school was trying to hire a woman, and that [Doris 
Calloway], was the provost, very strongly pushing the law school. They had gone 
through all kinds of hell trying to hire women, trying to retain—they had several ugly 
tenure cases in this period. Finally Doris said, “You know, the next FTE I'm going to 
give you? You'd better bring a woman in here." They had a joint appointment to 
offer, they were looking around, "Ah," and they said, "We'll consider Kristin Luker." 

So the other position—the other people in the department wanted—the department 
was split—wanted Nancy Chodorow. Now, I knew both of them personally, had all 
kinds of connections, you know, Nancy is married to Michael Reich in Economics, 
she was at Santa Cruz, wanted to come back for all kinds of reasons. And so I went to 
the administration, went to the chancellor's—went to [Ira Michael] Mike [Heyman] 
and Rod [Roderic] Park, said, "This is crazy. I'm not going to let the department have 
this kind of crazy split when all you guys have got to do is just hand me another half 
FTE. Because I'll be able to work part of it through Doris, because she wants to hire a 
woman over at the law school. So we get Krista with only .5 FTE, I get Nancy with a 
full, we get two women for the price of—“just give me half FTE." [snaps fingers] It 
happened just like that. So I got portrayed as this magician, because I had done it in 
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another case or two, I forget exactly what it was, but where this—is it a fish, or is it a 
two fish, or a three fish? [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: Were you dealing at the chancellor's level? 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: Okay, with Heyman? 

Duster: Yes, Heyman and Park. 

Cándida Smith: Personally. 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: Okay. And they were supportive of this kind of diversifying of the faculty? 

Duster: Yes, yes. Strongly. See, we haven't gotten to that part of my story, which is my 
relationship to the administration through the whole diversity insurgency which 
Heyman and later on Park wanted. 

Cándida Smith: Okay, we'll talk about that at another session. 

Duster: Yes, that's a different issue. It does come up through this wing of the department's 
politics where as chair I'm able to do things which only come about because of those 
connections. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. What about hiring faculty of color in the sociology department? Are you the 
first African American in the department? 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: Are you the first person of color in the department? 

Duster: Yes, yes. [Tomatsu Shibutani?] 

Wilmot: When was the first woman hired, was that—? 

Duster: The first woman was Gertrude Yaeger Selznick, who was the wife of Phil Selznick. 
The second was—I'm almost positive right here, but the historical record is easy 
enough to— 

Cándida Smith: And was she hired right after the nepotism rule was dropped? 

Duster: I don't remember exactly— 

Cándida Smith: '69. 
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Duster: I think maybe something like that. Arlie Hochschild comes around later. It's Arlie, 
Gertrude, who else is there? I think back in the fifties there was a woman named 
Shirley Starr. Whether Starr had been someone with tenure or not, I don't know. 

Hiring faculty of color was your question, and this is such a complex conundrum. I 
just have to start a little bit of this, you know, we can break and have a cup of tea or 
something. Remember, when I come to the department in '69 with tenure, there are 
1,250 faculty members on this campus of whom only six are black. There is only one 
Chicano, Octavio Romano over in Public Health. And Masao Miyoshi is in the 
English Department. He is the only Asian that I know who was not in computer 
sciences or one of those science fields. So that's the way it was. It's a very remarkable 
circumstance to be in. Nationally it wasn't, you know, but if I think about it now, it's 
a kind of strange scene. 

So affirmative action in university affairs doesn't really take off in this period. I 
mean, there's a movement, there's a Third World College movement, but that's not so 
much affirmative action. That's insurgency on the part of students. Nonetheless, 
Harry Edwards is a big and important figure in the sociology of sport, and how it 
comes to be that he is a candidate escapes me, but he certainly is a big candidate for 
the job. And this has got to be about 1971 or ‘72, somewhere in there. At this time I 
am firmly established with tenure, and Harry will tell you the story. He thought that I 
was going to be some kind of blocking agent, that Berkeley already had its one black 
faculty member, and so why would I bend over backwards to support him? 

 [A segment of the interview at this point is sealed until January 1, 2038] 

Duster: Want to pick up that point? [referring to a discussion during recording break about a 
profile of Berkeley’s Sociology Department authored by Duster in The American 
Sociologist, Spring, 1987, in which the department is characterized as an “abyss of 
anomie.”]  

Cándida Smith: Yep.  

Duster: Well, there are several models of how to do sociology around the country. At the one 
extreme is a factory shop—some senior professor has a project, and you go into his 
shop, usually his shop, and you take a chunk of his project, and you work on it. And 
then so he or she gets to define the terrain. It’s their intellectual project, you're doing 
a piece of it. And that's the factory system. Over in the next wing could be an 
undergrad student in the same factory doing part of the project and so on, you get—
okay, the factory system. I'm exaggerating, but not very much. At the other extreme 
you go into a place in which there are no factories, there are just a bunch of 
professors doing their own intellectual work. They don't have federal funding, they 
don't have grants from Ford or anybody. They’re just walking around with pencil and 
paper, or whatever they do, at the library doing their own work. So there's no system 
to get into. Now, people have said that Wisconsin or Stanford were the extreme in the 
factory system, and Berkeley is the other extreme. 

If you are coming out of the undergraduate program in the U.S., and you have not 
had self-direction, you could come to a place like this and get lost, because no one is 
going to babysit you, no one is going to say, "Well, how are you doing this week?" or 
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this month, or this year. If you don't generate your own collegial situation with other 
grad students, if you're a loner and you're able to sustain it, you're fine, but people 
who come to this department—and I've seen it happen over the years—who have 
never had for themselves a sense of strong intellectual projects and wanted the 
factory, they want to attach themselves to some enterprise, a ship that's going 
someplace—lost. So in some ways, it was a warning. You know, you come to this 
place, you had better be self-motivated, you had better have a strong sense of self, 
because—. 

And here's the other part of the story, which I'm sure you've heard from other people, 
but I'll say it here as well. The Berkeley department was built around the baronies, 
which were the institutes. So the department was almost a shell game. Go to the 
department, there is nobody there! It was notoriously a place where you could not 
find someone in her or his office. Why? Because there was Lipset over in Industrial 
Relations, there was—and so on. Phil up at the Law and Society Center, you name it, 
they had people at the institutes. They would ring the campus with these institutes. 
And so you went to the department looking for something, it's a shell game, there’s 
nothing there. 

So, you had to go out and find, aggressively find those people who had their institutes 
and their monies, over there. But once you found them, you didn't find a shop, you 
found what I was describing. Institutes, after all, are cutting across the disciplines. 
There's not a sociology institute, there's an Institute for Industrial Relations, which 
means there are economists over there, and some lawyers—so you didn't find the 
shop that you would find in the Stanford sociology department. So this feature of 
intellectual life, or lack of it, at Berkeley meant that there was an invisible intellectual 
life if you came in from the outside. Now, some people thrived in that. They could 
come here and they’d find that they didn't have to have mentors, or they could find 
one mentor and that would be enough for all of their five years here. Or they could 
find some senior grad students over in an institute that would mentor them. But just 
walking into the department, you didn't see any of that, and it could be an extremely 
alienating environment. 

This department has seen its share of suicides. Now, you know, it's not uncommon in 
the academy, but, boy, you see it, you see it. One of my dearest students had a real 
problem because she had two close friends. One was a woman named—I'll name 
names here—Barbara Lal, was a grad student, she took her PhD many years ago. Her 
two closest friends were Diane Horowitz and Norma Wikkler. And about two years 
ago—well, first of all, while she was a grad student, Diane Horowitz committed 
suicide. But then Norma committed suicide just about a year ago. So her two closest 
friends in grad school committed—you know, that's pretty heavy. Margaret Faye was 
a very talented grad student here. She was a student of Neil's and she signed her—she 
got her thesis signed, and the next day she committed suicide. Now, I'm telling you, 
this is just some of the surface stuff, and there's a lot of stuff in a place where the 
aspirations are that you are going to be the next thinker, you know, you are anointed 
in that first year, you are going to be the next Gramsci, Weber, and Marx, you could 
name it, some combination. And it happens to people, they come in and they're 
told—crème de la crème—and then no anchors, no moorings, no place that you can 
see. 
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The flipside is that people actually can thrive, people can come to a place like this, be 
given free reign, and because it's free reign—I think I said this in this article—
Berkeley's department of sociology produces more publishable books than any other 
department in the country, and by far—see, our doctoral theses are often original 
research. There's no factory. So people launch their careers with their doctoral thesis. 
It could've taken them you know, six, eight, ten years to get it done, but when they 
finish it, it's a major work. And its their work. It’s not the work of Joe Blow, senior 
professor, who carved off a piece and said, "Hey, you go play with this in the 
garden." He said, "No, you've got to carve your own!" And that produces the 
monograph.  

Again, I can name a lot of people who did that. David Wellman, who worked in part 
for Bob Blauner on his book on white racism. That was partly a kind of a shop 
system, but quickly Wellman went off on his own, and did his thing on whites and 
racism. That wasn’t Blauner; that was Wellman. It's his project. It becomes a major 
book in the field, and was one of the germinators of whiteness studies. Again, that's 
just an example, but, I've got a lot of examples of this where this thing you 
mentioned, the "abyss—"? 

Wilmot: Mmm hmm.  

Duster: The flipside of the "abyss” is the freedom to get beyond this stagnant factory system. 
Peer review is both a floor and a ceiling, and that's grad school. If you've got a grad 
school situation in which you can only work in this layer. You can do good work, but 
it's right in here. And at Berkeley you can do that, you know, fly off, or you can fall 
into the abyss. So, anyway, so you touched a nerve. [laughter] 

Wilmot: Yes, well, it's actually something I want to pursue further as we start to talk about 
teaching students or continue that conversation, but I think we were talking about 
something very important before we blew off the track into this hiring of faculty of 
color, and so maybe we should head back to that. 

Duster: Okay, good. Well, I said Harry was the big break. Harry was hired early on, right 
after I was hired. In '69, Berkeley went through a kind of general surge of hiring of 
faculty of color. Within about five years, between '69, when I was hired—I was 
actually hired in '66, '67, but that's a different story—with tenure, '69—and about '74, 
this was a huge surge in Berkeley's hiring.  

Wilmot: One of the things we were talking about was how hiring Harry Edwards just basically 
was really like this lightning bolt in the Sociology Department, and people just kind 
of left, and it had a bearing— 

Duster: It was his tenure fight that caused the big split. His hiring actually animated Ronald 
Reagan, by the way. Reagan got involved, and did not want Harry Edwards hired. 
That's, again, and that's going to come up later with the tenure fight because—was 
Reagan still in power? 

Cándida Smith: No, Reagan steps down in '74. 

Duster: Yes, so the tenure fight is not until '77, '78, '79, somewhere in there— 
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Cándida Smith: Yes, So Jerry, Jerry Brown's governor here— 

Duster: But there was a real thing when Harry came in and Reagan—it was all part of this 
critique, we may have mention it last time with the tradition of Eldridge Cleaver. It 
was all in the same wing of militant blacks coming into the university, teaching 
students. Well, here is not just Eldridge Cleaver, now here comes Harry Edwards, he 
had led the Olympic boycott as the key figure. And this was, you know, a hot and 
volatile time. This was the sixties, and to have a black figure’s hand up like this 
[demonstrates] at the Olympics was symbolically a big issue for the right and Ronald 
Reagan took that seriously. 

Anyway, so it wasn't that—I didn't mean to interject that so much, but just to say that 
the tenure fight split the department. The actual—the hiring was controversial. People 
did not immediately resonate to this, but they figured, "All right, you know, I guess 
we'll go along with it." So there was not—and by the way, in the hiring you don't 
need a two-thirds, three-quarter vote. When you hire an assistant professor you can 
have a majority vote, and the administration will permit that. It's the tenure fight that 
split the department. 

[The remainder of this interview is sealed from this point on until January 1, 2038.] 

[End of Audio File 6] 
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Interview 6: February 24, 2003 
 
[Begin Audio File 7] 
 
Wilmot: February 24, interview six, Troy Duster. 

Cándida Smith: Shall we get going? 

Duster: Sure. 

Cándida Smith: Okay, we have a few follow up questions from last week, and then I wanted to switch 
gears a little bit and talk about the development of your own work, moving up into 
your genetics work that you have been involved with for almost twenty years now, or 
more than twenty years. 

Duster: About twenty, yes. 

Cándida Smith: You had mentioned that in the seventies there was sort of a rapid influx of neo-
Marxism within sociology— 

Duster: Grad students. 

Cándida Smith: —and the grad students in particular. What were the varieties of neo-Marxism that 
were prevalent at Berkeley? 

Duster: [laughs] Well, there were the unreconstructed Marxists who really, I suppose, had a 
strong connection back to the Trotskyite tradition. There were not very many 
Stalinists around, but you know, Berkeley had its little pockets and its little cells, and 
there were those who thought that the Soviet Union really was the place where, you 
know, you got understandings of futuristic social relationships—that kind of 
unreconstructed. On the other hand, I would say most grad students were much more 
New Left, much more likely to argue with the Old Left versions that were still 
around. So I would say that that characterization isn't fair of the general student body. 
It was a fair characterization of a few of the students who were linked into sectarian 
groups. 

Cándida Smith: So these might be students in fact who might have been in one or another micro-left 
group at that time. 

Duster: That's right. 

Cándida Smith: Then is it fair to say that most of Marxist grad students were sort of independents? 

Duster: Yes, that's right. They were much more in the tradition of C. Wright Mills. 

Cándida Smith: Okay. 

Duster: I mean, he was the intellectual hero of that period for most of the graduate students. 
And they would nod to other figures, but it was much more of a neo-rendering of 
progressive politics. 
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Cándida Smith: How did this play itself out in terms of dissertation topics? 

Duster: That's a good question. This was a period in which the whole issue of “development,” 
of what was then called uncritically “the Third World" was a big issue. And the Third 
World link to capitalism, obviously war, Vietnam, domination and control, was very 
much a feature of what I would call the core of the grad students' concerns. Now, you 
know, up until the early sixties, sociology wasn't concerned about that issue. It was 
concerned about a whole range of issues. So the fact that this dominated, the leftist 
graduate students put a real tilt on the faculty, put pressure on certain faculty 
members who found themselves overburdened by many more grad students than they 
could handle. 

This is the tension that I talked about earlier, where some faculty who had this as a 
minor interest, or one of their interests, suddenly found themselves being asked by 
graduate students to chair theses or help them along these paths. And these graduate 
students thought of people like André Gunder Frank as their heroes, and he wasn't 
around, or later on Immanuel Wallerstein as—these were figures who had a strong 
view about world economy, world systems, periphery and center, the U.S. as core, 
and so on. And many of my colleagues, you know, they grew up in another era in 
which that was simply one of the interests, but it wasn't the main interest. And I think 
this is why many of the faculty began to think about leaving. Because the grad 
students were pretty much of a force that sort of dominated the conversation in the 
department. So doctoral theses, it was your question, how did they influence it? I 
think it influenced at least half the graduate students rather deeply, and therefore the 
faculty, the faculty was always in a kind of reaction to, sometimes defensive, 
sometimes offensive. 

Let me tell you a quick story about a case which I think crystallizes this. There was a 
tendency among some grad students to take the view that they didn't have to read 
bourgeois sociology, that they only needed to read what they thought was the 
progressive version. And I remember at a doctoral examination, three or four of my 
colleagues were clearly “bourgeois sociologists,” and this student had taken this view 
that, in effect, he didn't have to read other works. Well, one of the problems if you 
have an oppositional position in the discipline is that you must learn the discipline, 
and then learn the opposition, in order to be sufficiently substantive and textured in 
your argumentation. And this student had not done his work. So one of my 
colleagues said, “Well, do you mean to tell me that the work of Anthony Oberschall 
in social movements is irrelevant to your concern about the development of 
movements in the Third World?” And, of course, the student had not read Oberschall. 
“You mean to tell me that the work of—” and [the faculty colleague] would name 
four or five people who had all talked about movements and how they are relevant to 
Third World development. And because [the student] had dismissed bourgeois 
sociology, he didn't have a clue about how he should be responding.  

And that crystallized for me the problem of oppositional work in the discipline. I 
think it's true not just in sociology, but in almost every field, where if you're going to 
be an insurgent intellectual and say things like, “I don't like what's happening now,” 
you need to be equipped to engage at least in the academic world the people who are 
on the other side. And this is relevant to discussions about race, and of course gender, 
not just class. I mean, the class issue was transparently clear in the sixties. It would 
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become clearer in the seventies around gender issues, where women would, if they 
were being unreconstructed in a strident version of feminism, would sometimes take 
a similar view, “Why do we need to read the dominant, paternalistic nonsense?”  

So I'm trying to draw the thread through oppositional scholarship beginning with 
what your questions involve, the class analysis of the Marxists in the sixties. It would 
revisit itself through gender or feminist studies in the seventies, same problem. So 
women would come into the department, and they would talk about paternalism of 
the faculty and the curriculum. And like the Marxists, they had to “better” understand 
that paternalist, substantive base, in order to argue against it. So they had a double 
burden. They had to both know the traditional literature, and then familiarize 
themselves with the new insurgency. The same is true for race, but you get this 
continuity I'm trying to portray in how the grad students who were really serious 
were double burdened by this problem. 

Wilmot: I'm wondering who did the Marxist grad students attach themselves to in the 
department? 

Duster: Here's the interesting answer to your question. It wasn't that there was a Marxist 
faculty—because there wasn't—to attach themselves to. It wasn't until we hired 
Michael Burawoy, and that would be in the late seventies, I believe, that you get the 
first avowedly Marxist scholar in the department. Before Burawoy, there's no one 
that the students could claim as their mentor who is actually coming out of this 
tradition. So here's again the contradiction, or at least the complexity. The faculty 
who were most left weren't necessarily working in the areas of substance that the 
students interested in development of the Third World could work with. And here I'll 
mention three or four of my colleagues. Bob Blauner was interested in racial theory, 
race and oppression in America; that wasn't Third World development. David Matza 
was interested in deviance and control, not in—again, these massive issues of 
economic transformation in capitalism and colonialism and imperialism; that that 
wasn't his primary area of interest. Bill Kornhauser was interested in mass society, 
and he had moved in the direction of this work, but he never himself had published 
extensively, and there was some criticism that—Kornhauser himself later on 
renounced his own work. He said that his work from the fifties mass society was 
bourgeois sociology, and it was, you know, uncritical. So he renounced his own 
work. 

So what I'm painting here is a picture of the “progressive” or left-leaning scholars in 
terms of the departmental politics, were not themselves the ones who were working 
in the content areas that grad students would want to work in. So there was a real 
tension here. 

Meanwhile, the—what I'll call the centrist faculty, are sometimes people who work 
on the more conservative side, work in these areas more or less, but were certainly 
not anything resembling neo-Marxists. So people like Reinhard Bendix—well, I 
mean, there's nobody I can really point to and say, “These people really handled the 
grad student masses with great skill and agility.” It was just a mishmash because of 
this tension I'm describing. The center or “bourgeois” sociology on the one hand 
versus leftist leaning grad students, and nobody was clearly articulating or resonating 
with their view of what needed to be the kind of scholarship that needed to be done. 
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Cándida Smith: Did this play itself out in graduate admissions every year in terms of trying to select 
students who would then go out to the world with the Berkeley sociology ethos— 

Duster: I think that comes later with gender issues, it doesn't come very much with class 
issues. That's going to happen later on, because the faculty will not have many people 
interested in gender issues, but more and more of our grad students are going to be 
women. 

Cándida Smith: Right. 

Duster: And by the late seventies, early eighties, certainly by the middle eighties, that was 
becoming a real tension. So the early tension of the neo-Marxists versus the 
bourgeois would give way in a very serious manner to the insurgency of a large 
number of female grad students, now approaching 50 percent, who wanted to study 
feminist issues, and there were only three women on the faculty, of whom maybe two 
were interested in these issues, and the other was not interested at all. So you had this 
mismatch of all these grad students, fifteen, twenty, thirty, coming knocking on the 
door, saying, “We want to study at Berkeley, we want to study these feminist issues.” 
And most of the faculty were male and not at all competent in this new area of 
expertise.  

I didn't see it happen at admissions with the neo-Marxists. I mean I didn't see people 
saying, “Well, this person is interested in these kinds of issues, and therefore—there 
are so few of us on the faculty—.” I mean, you wouldn't have had a graduate student 
body that was “first-rate” by Berkeley's own criteria, because people coming out of 
undergraduate studies wanting to come to Berkeley in that period, half, at least half 
would have had this orientation. So these students would wind up at other places. 
And again, around the country there was no real competition. It wasn't as though you 
could go to therefore Chicago, Harvard, or Princeton and find a Marxist faculty. It's a 
needle in a haystack in America, looking for a Marxist on the faculty in sociology. So 
it was kind of interesting to see the critical response of some of my right-wing 
colleagues who saw Marxism everywhere, when it fact it was nowhere, on the 
faculty. They could find it among the students, but of course once students got pre-
professionally socialized and trained, and [laughs] on a career trajectory, a lot of that 
neo-Marxism would dissipate. You know the cliché, it was from South America, you 
were Marxist while you were a student, and then you would graduate into your 
father's management position, and you lost all of that student ardor. That was not true 
for Berkeley students, but it was hovering over some of the discussion, that you had 
this [laugh] neo- or progressive attitude while you were a student, but, you know, it 
may just become cotton candy once you move into a professional role. 

Cándida Smith: What about sociology students' involvement in progressive causes at Berkeley from 
the Third World Strike to, you know— 

Duster: The vanguard. Sociology was clearly the vanguard. 

Cándida Smith: Right. 

Duster: And everybody knew it, and the department took, I think, a beating because of it, 
from the administration. The sociology grad students were almost always the ones 
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who were the leadership, beginning, going all the way back to the Free Speech 
Movement, certainly through the Third World Strike. The most vocal, articulate, and 
persuasive graduate students—not undergraduates—graduate students, were almost 
universally from sociology, and sometimes anthropology, sometimes maybe one or 
two from other fields. But clearly sociology was the vanguard. 

And so it's not, as they say, an accident, that if one looked at the ways in which 
allocations of what are called FTE, full-time equivalent faculty positions, were being 
allocated at that time, and the student-faculty ratio, sociology was getting the short 
end of the administration's stick, while departments like political science and 
economics were much more heavily favored. And I have “heard it through the 
grapevine” that that was part of people understanding what was going on. Yeah. 

Cándida Smith: Okay. How was your own thinking influenced or what degree did you—what did you 
do to put yourself in a position to be able to respond to these waves of students 
demanding more attention to class issues, or more attention to Third World 
development issues, and more attention to gender issues? 

Duster: Well, there's no easy answer to that question. I mean, it's a complex interplay of race 
and class for me, where a lot of the black students coming in in this period and the 
ones who were most passionate and articulate and persuasive and who had an agenda 
when they came in, tended to be much more nationalist. And that makes sense. 
Blacks students interested in more ecumenical issues, or persuaded by coalition 
politics or who wanted to study, let's say, deviance as opposed to race, were less 
passionate. The ones who saw W. E. B. Du Bois and a whole tradition of black 
insurgency as the race issue, e.g., Frantz Fanon—“we wanted a course on Frantz 
Fanon, because that was real black revolutionary thinking,”—those students had a 
passion about blackness and about these issues of race. And they were often 
impatient with the neo-Marxists who by tradition, structure, orientation, intellectual 
content, thought that race was an obfuscation—it was confusing, fogging the issue, 
because the real issue is class, to the Marxists. And so for these black students and 
sometimes, later on, the Latino students who had a real notion of the importance of 
ethnicity and race as being fundamental, as a stratifying practice, there was a tension 
here. And I played a role of trying always to mediate that tension. I always tried to 
play the role of telling my most nationalist students that there was a way of having 
both, you had to both understand bourgeois sociology and the traditional ways of 
thinking about race, and then bring to bear an understanding which would enrich and 
enliven the discussion.  

So I saw a role both there and on the class analysis issue as being a bridge builder, 
trying to get people to see it wasn't either race or class, that race and class had an 
interaction. And—yes, that's the quick answer. There's a longer answer, but it goes 
back to my role back in the Third World Strike as trying to be a bridge builder 
between the administration on the one hand and the students, a discussion we had 
earlier, this notion that people actually might compromise and understand each other 
in the political sphere if you could just give them enough to hang on. Give them 
enough traction, say, “All right, it's not going to be only autonomy versus 
domination; you're not going to be either Third World college on or off on your own, 
or you're going to be subsumed under liberal arts. Maybe you can have something in 
which you have degrees of autonomy as you're understanding the nature and 
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character of organizational apparatus that's going to envelope you at some point, co-
opt you—but not completely.” So I was this bridge builder in between these positions 
of autonomy and domination as I was between the class/race battles between the 
students themselves, and often it would take the form of a doctoral thesis where a 
student who had wanted to look only at the black church, and I would say, well, look 
at the black church in the context of what was happening in the larger society around 
it. Again, some class issues were operating here, and so on. So that's the orientation 
which I think I took and maintained. 

Cándida Smith: To what degree does this story—I'm sorry, did you have a—? 

Wilmot: I have a couple of questions. Did the students' thinking and political commitments 
influence your thinking? 

Duster: Yes, because when students are trying to pull together a committee, a doctoral thesis 
committee, they're engaged in a remarkably politically complex process in a 
department like the ones we're describing, where the faculty doesn't have the 
expertise or the commitment or the interest, yet the student has a passion. So there 
you're trying to rescue enough of the student's interests, trying to say, “All right, it is 
your thesis, you get to pursue your thesis. I'm going to try to help you pursue your 
thesis, which means I've got to be sufficiently competent and aware of the terrain that 
you're going to be working in.” So, yes, it is an interaction, and I think sometimes the 
reason why graduate school, teaching grad students is such a joy is because they will 
push you, they'll tell you in the last short period, “Here's what’s been happening over 
in field x, y, and z,” and they are the ones who are up on the current literature, while 
as a faculty member you become increasingly narrow in the arena of expertise. See, 
in graduate school you're taking a full range of courses, maybe over the course of two 
or three years you may be taking twenty courses, and as a faculty member you 
specialize. You become the narrow expert on some particular corridor of knowledge 
just getting [laughs] more and more restricted. So you become the expert on—click—
that's your topic. Well, the grad students, you know, they're reading widely. So that 
excitement of the graduate student intellectual spread forces the faculty who are in 
touch to address and engage, often in seminars but sometimes in the doctoral thesis 
itself, a wider range of literature. So that was what was happening, and I was 
obviously sympathetic. I wasn't hostile to these changes. 

Wilmot: And you talked about this already a little bit, but I'm also just wondering who sought 
you out. In terms of your graduate students, who sought you out? 

Duster: Well, we have to back up a little bit here. I'm not sure how much of the picture I've 
given, as my memory obviously is fading, I didn’t even remember I told you the Jack 
Law story. But let me go back to the period in which all of this changes, which is '69, 
'60 to '69, because that's when I said last time, or whenever it was, that the 
department had gone from having almost no black students to having nine. They’d 
gone in one year from—two female black graduate students who took there MAs and 
left in '69, somewhere in there. In '69 all of a sudden there are nine black grad 
students, and this is the beginning of Chicanos and Latinos coming in, I think about 
the time Nick Vaca was the first, but there were another three or four grad students 
coming in, and I think Tomás [Almaguer] came in about '72, '73, somewhere—in that 
three- or four-year period everything changed!  
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And a critical mass plays a role here. I mean, one of the problems interviewing a 
sociologist [laughs] is that you're going to hear, you know, what was an issue for 
organizational transformation here? What was going on was that the faculty had 
taken this view, “We're going to let these students in, we're going to open up the 
doors, they should come in and just learn the curriculum and get a degree and be 
grateful and get out of here.” Of course, that didn't happen. The students came in and 
complained that the curriculum needed to be transformed. I was on the side of those 
who said, “Well, let's listen carefully. Let's talk about curricular transformation.” I 
think I may have told this story, but I'll tell it again. Grad students in '72, somewhere 
in there wanted to study Frantz Fanon. Bob Blauner and I said yes. We taught the 
graduate theory seminar on Frantz Fanon. And some of my colleagues were appalled, 
“How could you possibly erect and put in parallel situations Fanon with Durkheim, 
Marx, and Weber?” I mean, “Was this serious?” or quote “political?”  

Which gets me to, I think an important point in my own career. Because I think what 
was happening in that period was that I began without maybe even being conscious 
of it, to be aware of the degree to which “the charge that something was political” 
was itself political, that the most effective political argument you could make to 
destroy the opposition was to say that “What I'm doing is a neutral curriculum, what 
you're doing is political.” And I experienced it not just as a kind of abstract thing, but 
I experienced it personally, where I thought it was useful to rethink the curriculum, it 
wasn't after all set in concrete, it was humans as agents acting to develop a 
curriculum, why should we suddenly say, “This is the only way it can be?” Well, as 
soon as Blauner and I put together this course on Fanon, it was seen as an 
insurgency! I mean, “How could this be anything other than political?” Well, again, 
it's going to happen in every arena. It's going to happen with women and feminism. 

It happened very shortly thereafter where the women would say, “We'd like really 
strong curricular change here. We want to see a lot more works in the discipline from 
feminists points of view.” And as a male, who had not been versed in feminist theory, 
the initial response is going to be, “Well, you're being political. I'm just teaching a 
neutral curriculum.” [laughter] 

Cándida Smith: But doesn't Weber say there's no such thing as value-free sociology? 

Duster: [laughs] Yes, he does, but once there's something called the canon, the canon has its 
own force, its own centrifugal force. Once the canon is in place, it has a kind of 
inexorable logic to it that is hard to break through. Because once you've got the 
canon—let me move out of sociology for a moment—you've got the canon of 
English literature. You've got eight great novelists within the 19th century, that's the 
canon. One of my colleagues on the East Coast decides to rename her course, she 
calls it, “Eight White Male Writers from the 19th Century.” Her department chair 
says, “She's being political.” And what she says is, she's simply calling the canon by 
its name, giving it its etymologically ideological basis, saying who these people were 
and why they were and so on. Okay, the canon. If you then start saying, “No, I want 
to teach some great—or some figure from the 19th century who happens to be Native 
American or Latino, or a female,” the canon says, “Where is the body of literature 
which justifies that choice?” So that even though Weber says it's all about values—
maybe not all about, but certainly values are an important feature of this—the canon 
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has its own force field. And that's what I was saying earlier about how you had better 
understand that force field in order to object to it. 

Cándida Smith: Would you explode the canon, or do you replace it? 

Duster: [laughter] You know, you can't explode a canon with a peashooter. I think what has 
happened is that in the academy in particular, unless you get a critical mass of people 
who are willing and able to do the hard work, there will be no explosion, or there will 
be no—you will just get people who are seen as bitter, and critical, and in the 
margins. I use the example of law school. The law schools of the 1960s were four 
percent female. By 1995 they were 45 percent female. And the canon remains, you 
know, real estate law, constitutional law. But it began to shift because you get all 
those women interested in a new kind of law. Pedagogy starts to change. You know, 
the old, domineering Socratic method, “I'm going to embarrass you because you're 
going to be a trial lawyer someday,” that changes. And so I don't think you can 
explode the canon just by lighting a fuse, I mean unless [laughs]—the metaphor is 
not going to work here—but the idea that does work is if you have only a small group 
of people in the margins of experience, all you're going to get is some hackneyed 
criticism that is marginalized, politicized, pushed into the corner and ignored. You 
get 45 percent women in law school, and suddenly you've got family law, you've got 
poverty law, you've got a whole set of legal concerns about issues that are of interest 
to feminists that could never have been there without it. So I think curricular 
transformation is like much in life, it has to do with the way in which these social 
forces at play begin to reshape almost forcibly, the faculty to rethink. 

Cándida Smith: I'd like to relate this to the so-called crisis in grand theory that hits sociology in the 
seventies and eighties, and the degree to which this is due to internal weakness of 
Marxism or some pure form of feminism, or Parsonianism, and the degree to which 
it's due to the diversification of the sociology field, and you know—I mean to some 
degree the distinction between class, race, and gender as from a theoretical 
perspective is insurmountable. If you have a belief in grand theory, you believe that 
there is a single explanatory, theoretical model for how society is structured, and the 
class/race/gender model for better or worse accepts that we don't have that yet. 

Duster: Yes, and probably will not have. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: That it's—there is a fundamental challenge to the notion of a universal theory of 
social, economic, and political life, that what we have instead are negotiated sets of 
understandings which are historically specific based upon which stratifying practice 
is most dominant and so on. And I certainly find myself in that position. I mean, I’ve 
just been reading Louis Menand's The Metaphysical Club, which I think is a 
wonderful rendering of this very debate—you know, people who wanted in the 19th 
century to have a unifying theory. And what Menand is suggesting is that the whole 
American experience, which generates pragmatism, which generates Dewey and 
Pierce and James, is all about disrupting that notion that there could be a unifying, 
single theory, that the pragmatic vision of philosophy of the United States generates, 
comes out of the American experience, that you forge all of these different kinds of 
truths, and people begin to see the contingent nature of truth. Well, it didn't hit 
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sociology for another century—[laughs] I'm only slightly exaggerating here—but 
certainly the crisis of the discipline, and it's true I think in most fields—it's certainly 
true in post-structuralist, post-modern insurgencies in architecture and literature and 
then later on into the various humanities—it was all about from what position you see 
and speak and think, and therefore what kind of truth you can see and speak and 
think. It was not that, as now could become a cliché, you were in a position from 
nowhere. You stand some place on some firm ground, or you lay claim to a false 
universalism. The beauty of the unmasking of this last three or four decades was that 
it began to reveal to people that the claim to universalism was actually the masked 
privilege of those in power who would assert that they had a universal position, in 
fact it was a position of privilege and domination. So that's what these most recent 
periods of studies around calling things “whiteness,” called “whiteness studies” and 
so on, it's all about saying now, “You just asserted it was a universal, but in fact it's 
from a position that could be marked—” 

Cándida Smith: Yes. Well, as you move from efforts to developing a universal theory, which of 
course has been as often progressive as conservative, if one thinks of Marxism or 
feminism, or Fanon, or aspects of Du Bois, how does the shift to a pluralistic position 
change the questions that people in the department and the field are asking? 

Duster: They stop talking to each other. I think that they began to talk to themselves. It 
becomes a kind of unfortunate cascade into internal conversation. So the relevant 
people you are asking questions of are not people of another position, another 
rendering of social, political, economic life. It's your own cohort, your own 
colleagues, your own group, so that the feminists start talking only to feminists, and 
they began to ignore people who are talking about black liberation. And black 
liberation people don't talk anymore to people talking about gay liberation; that's a 
different discourse. And the gay liberation people don't talk anymore, and so on. So it 
becomes, rather than a rich dialogue where people are trying to forge an 
understanding, build bridges, you get camps. And these camps are not in much—
they're in competition, contestation, it's not the kind of intellectual fomenting that 
Herb Blumer was asking for when he first built the department of sociology. He 
wanted this kind of exchange, but what he found was baronies and camps and 
institutes which didn't talk to each other. That's the danger. 

Cándida Smith: That preceded the diversification— 

Duster: It certainly did. And I point that out to my colleagues who want to talk about how 
identity politics has disrupted the capacity for people to have these conversations. I'd 
say they have historical amnesia. That what Blumer tried to do was to have this 
dialogue, and institutes and baronies erupted and emerged, and then got fortified and 
solidified, and did not permit this kind of dialogue. Now, of course I do see the other 
side. I mean, I do see that you have to forge and strengthen the position in order to 
engage in a serious dialogue. That's the other side of the story. You can't just say to 
people, “Let's have a serious dialogue” when the canon says these guys are on top 
and the insurgents are on the bottom. So you want the insurgents to have a sufficient 
hold, to become strong enough to engage the canon, which is what it was all about 
with ethnic studies, black studies, Asian American studies, women's studies. So you 
could say that you wanted a broad, ecumenical—what was it called—
“mainstreaming?” But until the insurgency was strong enough to become viable, to 
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contest the canon, it was a problem. So if one has the big picture now, maybe a full 
century as opposed to five years, or maybe twenty-five years as opposed to ten, 
maybe, who knows who long it takes, if you get enough strong research developing 
along a line of inquiry, then over time those researchers themselves will need to and 
want to branch out and want to see—. As I said before, the study of the black church 
is now in the context of what was happening with the crisis of Christianity in the 19th 
century all around the globe. So you've got a global understanding of the black 
church, but only after you've gotten studies of the black church sufficiently grounded 
and textured and embedded, to become a canon—that can contest the canon. 

Cándida Smith: Okay. Now, the last time we talked about—you presented a map of the department in 
which there were the conservatives, there were the progressives, there was the center. 
Now, you were very careful that this had to do with a sort of in the— 

Duster: Local. 

Cándida Smith: —the local picture, rather than somebody from you know, Richmond or Tiburon 
looking in on the picture. 

Duster: That's right. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: But one of the things, you know, you didn't actually position yourself on this matter. 
[laughs] 

Duster: Well, I was often called one of the—well, depending upon how one stood himself 
politically—either affectionately or not affectionately, as one of the “Gang of Four.” 
The Gang of Four were Bill Kornhauser, Robert Blauner, David Matza, and myself. 
And later on we were joined by Arlie Hochschild and a few other people. But we 
were called that because we were routinely voting with the students on issues like 
should the students have a voice, and what kind of a voice should they have in 
personnel decisions. Well, you can see how the faculty, the centrist faculty and the 
right-wing faculty, would find this a terrible idea, because of the context. The 
students were the insurgents, they were the ones who wanted curricular change. They 
wanted more click-click-click, you name it, more feminism, more class analysis, 
more whatever. So when the students were invited into a dialogue about personnel, 
who should be chosen, they would clearly take that balance over towards the 
progressive part of the department. And even though we ourselves were not 
unreconstructed—as I said, we were not Marxists, there was only one Marxist in the 
department—we were called the Gang of Four, we were clearly the progressive wing. 

And there were four or five battles in the department which I don't think it's useful to 
go into much detail. Let me just tell you there were four or five battles, which were in 
local terms cosmic, they were in general terms trivial. But if you were in the local 
scene you saw these battles as deep, paradigmatic crisis! I can imagine even from 
across the hall someone from geography would say, “Sociologists are kind of crazy 
over there battling over that, over those issues.” But inside the department, there were 
at least, you know, I could name four, five, six, of which, I think I told you, the 
Edwards case was one. But there were others. And on each of these big issues, the 
four of us could be counted on to vote a more progressive stance. We were the 
progressive force. 
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I was regarded as the sane member, [laughs] the one you could talk to. And I 
remember Carol Hatch, who was a rather interesting figure in the department, she had 
this capacity to talk to the grad students. She was an administrator. But they all—the 
grad students really liked Carol because she had a strong voice on their behalf, and 
she had the institutional memory of the old department. She knew, going back 
twenty, twenty-five years, all the rules, and what department member voted this way 
or that way, and so on. And she was a pro-student administrator. She is also an 
intellectual. She was a member of the editorial board of either the Socialist Review, 
or some progressive journal. So she was a force, and she used to say whenever there 
was a trouble, a real trouble in the department, “Well, it's time for a conversation 
between the sane left,” which she meant by that me, “and the sane center, or the sane 
right.” The sane center was Neil Smelser, or sometimes she would say, “Well, Neil is 
moving over to the other side.” And sometimes we could have these conversations 
and could come to a détente, or agreement, or— 

Cándida Smith: Who was the sane right? 

Duster: I don't think there was a sane right. I think what she meant was that Neil had moved 
over, could talk to everybody on the right, and forge a consensus. 

Cándida Smith: Now, if I understand my social organization theory and Goffman, these ascriptions 
are not accidental, they're not personal, they're actually created by the culture of an 
organization and people get assigned these positions, and they're reproduced. If you 
were to leave someone else would have to be groomed or hired to replace that. 

Duster: Or the culture would change and the issues would change, which I think has 
happened. I think that the fact that Smelser and Selznick are no longer in the 
department, that Blauner, Matza have retired, and so on, that the issues have changed. 
I don't think we've replaced each other by recreating those old fights. 

Cándida Smith: Right, yes. 

Duster: I think the fights have now taken new shapes. 

Cándida Smith: Right. But I wonder if we could map onto the ideological—put on top of the 
ideological map that you provided some kind of personological map in terms of 
people who were sane, people who were ideologues— 

Duster: [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: —people who were prima donnas, people who were flakes— 

Duster: The prima donnas were everywhere. One of the things which you learn as department 
chair, which I was for a time, was that what you thought were just the minor neuroses 
of your colleagues can become major when you have to deal with them in an 
organizational apparatus. And I'll give you an example. Remember I told you that the 
Berkeley Department of Sociology was generated by the star system. So it was no 
accident that Clark Kerr as president would look around the country, see who had 
done the best work in this field, offer the big salary, have him come, start an institute, 
so on. So that we were stars. We, the department. I was not—my self-conception is 
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that I was not hired that way, I came in years later, and I was—I will not say I was 
either starstruck or awestruck, because once you're close to people you see their 
foibles, and I saw the foibles up close. But I did not think of myself in the same 
category as Reinhard Bendix and Neil Smelser and Bill Kornhauser, and this 
illustrious group of people who, when I was in graduate school, these were the 
centers of the discipline. They were on the lips of the profession, that's who they 
were.  

So there I am suddenly as department chair, “suddenly,” fifteen years later. And what 
I'm struck by is the humanness that comes sometimes, the small and fragile character 
of the ego of these people. And here again, I don't want to name names; I'm going to 
characterize the problem. Their problem was, for example, someone would come up 
for an endowed chair, because he got an offer someplace. Now, endowed chairs—this 
is a basic sociological insight which you don't have to read sociology to understand, 
but it helps. So back up a little bit here. Back in World War II there was a series of 
studies called “The American Soldier.” And the primary author was a guy named 
Samuel Stouffer. And Stouffer had an insight that was useful to me in my time as 
chair. He said there was this peculiar finding, that in certain parts of the military, 
certain segments, people rarely got promotions, and their morale there was pretty 
good. He said over in the other unit where there was a lot of promotions, there was 
terrible morale. And Stouffer came up with a concept called, I think it's called 
“relative deprivation,” something like that. 

All right, fast forward, now I'm department chair, it's many years later. And over in 
the History Department and the English Department there is some stuff going on, the 
people are really angry with each other. Why? Because the university suddenly has 
gotten this situation where there is lots more money coming in, and lots of endowed 
chairs. Well, endowed chair just means that you get to be named the “X Professor of 
Literature” or the “X Professor of Economics.” It comes with a guarantee of maybe 
$25,000 a year on top of your salary. You can hire a RA [research assistant], you can 
have summer salary, you can do whatever you want with your money. But you are 
the endowed chair of X, or something. Now, since “everybody” is a star in their own 
right, since everybody thinks of themselves and is thought of nationally in this 
context, “Well, why should you get it, and not me?” So, literature, the English 
department, and History had these problems, because there were so many—not so 
many, just enough endowed chairs to produce what Stouffer called the problem of 
morale and relative deprivation. If you've got a lot of promotions in the place, then 
people figure, “Well, why not me?” If there are only a few endowed chairs, if you 
only had one or two Nobel Prizes on a campus, then people don't think about, “Well, 
why not me?” But if there's thirty Nobel Prizes, then all of a sudden, “Hey, why 
shouldn't I get one?” 

Okay, so that's what I was faced with, the petty problem of endowed chairs. So the 
endowed chair comes to a particular colleague, and because of the trouble in other 
departments, the deans now have to request the department chair to take the pulse of 
the department. So, now in my role as department chair I had to take the pulse, which 
means you go around to your colleagues and say, “"Do you mind if X gets an 
endowed chair?” “Do you mind if X gets an endowed chair?” And you dare not do 
this at a department meeting. You dare not. You must do it one on one. And you 
actually are given good reasons for why. And it's in these circumstances that you 
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begin to hear the fragilities of the egos, the neuroses, the anxieties, the pettiness of 
these colleagues who are grand figures. But that's the problem. They are in their own 
minds, and in the minds of many people, grand figures, but they don't have an 
endowed chair. So now why should X get the endowed chair? So then you've got to 
play this role, you know, the manager, the skillful manager of these fragile egos. 

That's one issue. The other issue won't take me as long to tell you about, has to do 
with promotions. No, merit increases. Here's your real neurosis happening. When you 
come into the academy from the outside you think, all right, you've got these ranks. 
There's assistant professor, associate, and full. What you don't understand is that 
there's a continuous stratifying practice, that especially at a place like Berkeley, but 
all over the country, they have ways to measure and insult you, at every level, all the 
time. So even though you're a full professor, there are seven or eight ranks: step one, 
step two, step five, step six is the big rank. At step five, if you don't get over that, you 
are forever sealed at step five, you can't get over to step six. What's step six? 
International reputation. What does that mean? Bracket that, it just means you're step 
six. 

Now, promotion time comes and you have to send out the letters for your colleagues. 
And what you're seeing here is this jockeying for position to get to either step six or 
beyond it, or if you're a step seven or eight, over—it never stops. I mean, this never 
stops. So, you know, the idea that once you have tenure you can relax is strange 
language to me, because I've seen it up close where people can never relax, because 
they're always worried about the next step. 

Now, here's the part that's fascinating. It's not about the money. One of my colleagues 
is a millionaire. I mean, not one of them, several are millionaires so that I'm not 
telling tales out of school here, several made lots of money, or were independently 
wealthy. So it wasn’t about the money. At a certain point a letter comes back from 
the dean, and it says, “This person's elevation to step [X] has been denied.” Okay, 
and as department chair, it's my role to communicate this. So I communicate it, I 
write a letter that is kind and graceful, trying to mollify, explain, to change the 
language around, make it—. And I get a phone call, late at night, like around 11:30 at 
night. People don't call me at 11:30 at night except if it's a crisis, “Hello?” And this 
voice says, very low, and obviously somebody either depressed or—“Troy?” And I 
said, “Yes.” And it's this colleague that's just been denied this step promotion. And 
he is clearly depressed, and he says, “You know, I have many options, and the 
university is only one of them. And I can do something else with my life, and what 
you should do is just level with me. And if the university has decided that my work is 
no longer prized sufficiently, I'm ready to just leave.” So that conversation, you get 
the symbolism. You get it, no matter how high ranking, internationally recognized 
figure, lots of money, but the capacity to issue and deliver this insult—dramatic, 
powerful. Just a little step increase to step [X], and you're, told, pop! “No.” And oh, 
penetrating your castle wall, a little pin [sound of air leaking]. 

[End Audio File 7] 

[Begin Audio File 8] 

Wilmot: I have a question. Were you good at managing, skillfully managing these egos? 
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Duster: Umm, I'm pretty good. 

Cándida Smith: Yes, in that situation might you decide to appeal to the budget committee, which is I 
presume where this decision ultimately came from? 

Duster: What you—what I would do is find a way to, in the moment, reduce the crisis, which 
is to mollify, to find a way of affirming, indicating that this is a little blip on the 
screen of a huge and important career, that once you get perspective—at the same 
time—in other words, I did not want to give it that much heft as to say that if the 
budget committee decides positively, then it's going to be all right. I’d try to reframe 
it and say, “Wait a minute here, let's have a lunch. Let's discuss this in some larger 
frame,” and appeal to another part of the person as opposed to appealing to the 
budget committee. So my strategy or skill or lack of it was to reframe, not to go to 
the budget committee and say, “Give this person this little step increase,” which 
amounted to almost no money. A symbolic position, a symbolic increase that only he 
would know. Nobody else in the universe is going to know about this. So it wasn't as 
though there had been a public slap. Indeed, in those years, this was before we got 
into our current situation, which is a different situation by the way. In those years the 
department chair was the carrier of the water. The carrier of the message. And so I 
could get away with this kind of strategy of mollifying. 

Now, later on the university was to revise its procedures, and the letter would become 
something which everybody—not everybody, but certain other people could have 
access to and know about. And indeed, the budget committee is now giving people a 
public slap in the face, and “Here's why we're not going to give you your step 
increase.” But in those years, I mean, I was describing this period in which I was 
department chair, I was struck, I mean, here I am, amidst all these stars. Remember, 
I'm not a star, it's not my self-conception, I'm a very respectable, but ordinary 
academic who has published enough to be legitimately on the faculty, but I'm not a 
star, and I know that. I'm not in the orbit of these guys whose reputations were stellar 
when I was a graduate student. 

So here's what I'm suggesting by this. It was like, whoa, this is true for everybody, 
this must be true for everybody, that they have a way of getting you. One story I must 
tell. It's about how this never ends. I love to tell this story because it's about the 
academy, and my understanding of the academy. You know how you believe, well, at 
a certain point in your career you can just sort of relax? [laughter] Well, some people 
believe that at certain point in their career, “Well, you know, if you’re in retirement 
you can relax if you're emeritus.” Well, this is a story about the emeritus. We used to 
give the emeritus professors their own offices. There were, when I first came in the 
department, I think only three, Herb Blumer, and Leo Lowenthal, and I think, yes, 
[Wolfram] Eberhardt. And then I think Kingsley retired, somebody else retired. 
Anyway, we suddenly had four, five, or six. And so the dean calls in the department 
full professors and says, through the department chair, “This is a crisis, we have to 
find a way to change your policy, we can't be having emeritus professors occupying 
full-time offices the way they've been doing for the last ten years. You have to set up 
some criteria for deciding who gets the offices.” 

Here's the quick bottom line to my story. We have a full meeting of the full 
professors, and we go around, about who could, who should be permitted to have an 
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office, because we've only got three offices, but we've got six emeriti. What are we 
going to do? And it actually comes up, someone says, “We can ask them what they 
published recently.” So here we have someone who is now seventy-nine years old, 
who has published volumes, you know, twelve books—and so on! And now we're 
going to say, “What have you done for us lately?” It never ends. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: Well, if the academy includes within it this continuous set of degradation rituals—I 
used to tell my grad students that once they got past their qualifying exam that was 
their last degradation ritual, I stopped telling them so. 

Duster: Yes, that's good, that's good, Richard. It never ends. [laughter] 

Cándida Smith: No, it never ends. But if you've got a sequence of degradation rituals and you have 
people perhaps having a sense that, “Well, maybe I'm not good enough,” or “Maybe 
I'm a fraud on some level,” how does this system work when you start talking about 
bringing in women and racialized minorities, which is of course one of the goals of 
this institution, access and inclusion. How do you make inclusion work when the 
system already is very psychologically damaging?  

[A segment of the interview at this point is sealed until January 1, 2038] 

Duster: Yes, right. 

Cándida Smith: —where the issues then, these personological issues then get turned into arguments 
why we can't have inclusion. 

Duster: Right. Yes, I don't have an easy answer for that one. I mean, I think the question has 
in it so much texture about what happens to people who are white males, who you 
think had all the structural supports, and yet a slight little blip on the screen can cause 
what you would think would be a firm, solid career, seem like it was just 
unappreciated. Or you add the question of insurgency and contingency, where a new 
kind of faculty member is coming in, it multiplies geometrically, it has to. So one has 
to have a strong sense of self, a strong ego structure or a support group, some 
combination thereof to manage in a world like this one. And I have seen a lot of 
casualties. 

Cándida Smith: Well, what about changing the degradation rituals? 

Duster: I think they've increased as opposed to decreased. 

Cándida Smith: Yes, they have. 

Duster: Yes. I think we have more of them now, and in the interest of openness and 
communication, and access to one’s letters, we actually have increased the public 
character of those degradation ceremonies. So people are now able to see exactly 
what it is that was said about them. This is in part a personal history, I should tell 
you, I chose to never look at my record. I did not want to see, I never wanted to know 
who voted for me and who voted against me at tenure. I just never wanted to know, I 
thought it would influence me in ways which were negative. So while many of my 
colleagues coming up for tenure want to know what the vote was and if they can, 
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they want to be able to penetrate and get back, get behind the scenes. I didn't want to 
know. 

I think now we have these ceremonies of degradation, as you put it, are incessant. 
They're annual, they're called bio-bibliographical statements, where you have to say 
literally what you did this year for the university, and if by chance, as in the case of 
this colleague I'm telling you about, there was an illness where he was unable to 
perform that period, and yet forced by the clock to come up for a review, then that is 
such an understandable deep hit. Even though I was mollifying and trying to get the 
big picture, I certainly understood phenomenologically what that was all about, to be 
told by people for whom you didn't have a whole lot of respect that this last period of 
your life was just not a contribution to the university. 

Cándida Smith: Did you have goals as chair, were there changes you wanted to bring about? 

Duster: I think the answer is—ambivalence. I did see things I wanted to do, but I saw that 
there were barriers to it, that I didn't have the credibility, the organizational position, 
the power to bring about change. I mean, I only had maybe a third, at most half of the 
department, they would go along with me on some key issues that I wanted to see 
changes. The changes that I was able to bring about, I mentioned it last time, were 
almost inadvertent. I happened to be in the right spot at the right time. When—
because of my relationship with the administration, with the chancellor, I was able to 
do a few things which had long term consequences. Now, if you had asked me when 
I walked into the position is that what I intended, I'd have to tell you, honestly, no, I 
didn't intend to change the department that way. But chance had it, and it was 
serendipitous. I happened to be in the right spot at the right time and was able to 
make those kinds of effective changes. But no, I had no grand vision that I was going 
to change the Department of Sociology along any particular path. 

Wilmot: How did that term come to you as chair? 

Duster: How did it happen? 

Wilmot: How did it come to you? 

Duster: It just was chance that these two important women figures were both vying for the 
same position. 

Wilmot: I meant how did the chair, that position—how did that term of being chair come to 
you then? 

Duster: The department dynamic for choosing chairs has its own logic. And as I said, I was 
regarded as the sane member of the group that was always on the other side, or on 
one side. And the people who wanted it on the other side were so difficult—
remember when I said earlier that there was no sane member [laughs]—they were so 
contentious and arrogant and outrageously sure that they knew what was right for 
everything and everybody that I think even the center of the department was 
concerned that if any of them were in that position it would not have been good. But 
some of them wanted it badly, some of them wanted to be chair. And the mantra is in 
the discipline and in the academy is, “If you want the chair, you shouldn't have it.” 
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[laughs] They wanted it. And it was clear to people, I mean, this was clear, because it 
was true, I didn't want to be chair. I had no interest in, you know, as I said, carrying 
water for a bunch of prima donnas, which is what I saw my colleagues as. [laughs] 

And I saw that there was no real power in it, and at a certain point I was drafted. I 
simply was told that, you know, I opted out once, I was asked earlier on in the early 
eighties if I would do it, and I said no. Which is always the reason why people want 
you to do it, once they hear you say you don't want it. So that's what happened, I 
didn't take it when it was quote, “my turn,” given the constellation of possibilities of 
who could become chair. Okay. 

So that's interesting, that there's some tension and dynamic here about being clear 
that you're not wanting it, having turned down even the possibility, and then people 
say, “Well, in that case—.” [laughs] 

Wilmot: We heard that story when you were talking about coming into the sociology 
department as well, you told that story. 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: Now, I think actually we probably should wrap up soon for today, but—. In 1979 you 
get your barony [referring to the Institute for the Study of Social Change], so—
[laughs] 

Duster: Yes. 

[The remainder of this interview is sealed from this point on until January 1, 2038.] 

[End Audio File 8]
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Interview 7: March 14, 2003 
 
[Begin Audio File 9] 
 
Wilmot: March 14, interview seven, Troy Duster. Okay. When we were talking last, we ended 

talking about the Institute for the Study of Social Change, and you were talking about 
when you were talking with Sandy Elberg.  

[A segment of the interview is sealed at this point until January 1, 2038.] 

Duster: That's the context of my discussion with Sandy Elberg where he says to me, 
“Hosanna,” you know, “you're the solution to my problem," and I say, “I may look 
crazy, but [laughs] I'm not crazy." So then the compromise.  

And the compromise was that if I would take it over in its then current status, without 
a name change, and for one year build something, which he would provide me with 
resources for, I could then, at the end of the year's time, apply for, and obtain, 
obviously a name change, a change of venue. I would actually leave that spot because 
it was very, very small, only had a couple of small rooms, it had no conference room. 
And I said, “If I'm going to have an institute, I need a place where I can have people 
come and speak and develop some intellectual terrain where people can actually have 
an exchange about ideas about this." So he was persuaded by I think both my logic 
and his circumstance. [laughs] I think the two things came together.  

And I always liked Sandy Elberg. He was always, as I said last time, a gracious 
person who had ways, he had corners and pockets in the institution. He'd always find 
things to do, and like no other administrator that I knew either before or after, Sandy 
would find a way to say yes. He'd find a way to do things as opposed to many of his 
successors—I wasn't here for his predecessors—who would find a way to say no. 
Yes, that was it. The first response was, “No, it can't be done.” But Sandy would 
always try to find a way.  

So the compromise was possible in part because he would listen carefully to why I 
thought it was a bad idea, and he would then counter with his proposals, and the 
compromise was what I just said, after a year's time I would change the name, change 
the—not the mandate—I had promised, as of course he knew I would, to keep race as 
an element of the institute's mandate. That was part of the agreement, and there was 
no problem, because I said, “Sure, I think the institute should have race as a 
mandate.” But the part that I thought was important was that we brought in the 
discussion about race in the larger frame of American society and social change, and 
look only at people who were—in those years race meant looking at black people, 
and maybe some Latino issues, maybe some Asian issues, but it was mainly about 
looking at black people, that's what race is all about in America, and never about 
whites. So there was not much of, as we had seen in the last ten years, an insurgency 
of looking at whites as a racial group, or whites as the sources of domination and 
power, except through the lens of, as I said earlier, the Marxist account, which was in 
some ways to treat class and economics as the essential economic stratifying practice 
and race as simply something which fogged and got in the way. 
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Now, there were exceptions, of course. There were people who did race theory, who 
saw race as central in America, but even those people, I would say, tended to see the 
black/white issue as the issue and looked at blacks and their condition and less at 
things like banking practices and corporate power, and that which I thought was sort 
of probably a good idea in terms of a broader look at social change. So that was the 
compromise. The mandate would continue to have race, as I think we put it, one of 
the central stratifying practices of American society, and that would be our focal 
point. We also looked at the context of racial relations in terms of power and 
economics.  

The second element is equally important, and here's where I think we get into 
institution building. Because I also indicated that I wanted to bring in people who 
were young and fresh and new faces, and who along with me had a view that there 
was a methodological problem in the study of race relations which needed to be 
addressed, and that is, if you use, quote, “simply survey research” to describe the 
conditions of people, then what you miss is the texture of the experiences of people, 
because you're giving them five choices, “Agree, disagree, strongly disagree,” and so 
on. And in matters of race and sex and money, people will lie if you give them a 
chance on a questionnaire. They’ll simply lie. They will tell you about their strong 
views about racial equality when in fact they may be practicing something else, and 
so on. They'll tell you about their sexual behavior in ways which make it be 
consistent with the dominant morality, but in fact there may be other things going on. 

So we said, “Look, on the topic of social change and stratification, we need to really 
carve out a methodological strategy, an attitude which permits us to get at more of 
the texture of the reality of the experience,” and therefore field studies, field research, 
sometimes called ethnography and anthropology, or community studies in sociology. 
But it would be field research as—what should we call it—not the only, but the kind 
of fundament, the scaffolding, the groundwork for the Institute. We would not for 
example exclude survey research; that would be welcome. We would not exclude 
historical analysis; that would be welcome. We would not get rid of exegesis, 
contextual materials; that was all welcome. But that field research would be the 
fundamental scaffolding of the methodological strategy. 

And very early on, the earliest people who joined the Institute, David Wellman, who 
was from the University of Oregon—he had gotten his PhD with Bob Blauner and 
me here at Berkeley—very concerned with field research methods, came back 
through this series of postdocs that Sandy Elberg had granted the Institute. He gave 
me several postdocs. Now I have to back up and tell you a little about how I was able 
to turn the Institute around. It wasn't hard, because I already had a research training 
grant. Now, you remember I said last time that I was part of a group of scholars who 
had decided this was an important thing to do. 

Wilmot: Yes, including Russ Ellis. 

Duster: Yes. And David Matza, and some other people who we'll talk about later. But I had 
been the grantee, the director of the National Institute of Mental Health research 
training program for graduate students. That program of research training had begun 
in the early seventies, probably around '73, I think, '73, '74, somewhere in there. I had 
NIMH funding, and that funding in its earliest phase permitted ten to twelve graduate 
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students to receive stipends for a year at a time, renewable up to I think three or four 
years. So it was, it could be as high as a half million dollars, I don't have the figures 
in front of me, but that's—you know, it was a lot of money. And it provided for the 
director's supplement, and maybe a quarter of my time, and summer salary. It 
provided for a dozen predocs, and for a couple of postdocs. So I already had postdoc 
money and predoc money, on my own. I of course then quickly vacuumed that into 
the Institute. And it gave it an immediate visibility and legitimacy, because I could 
then go around campus and tell people in anthropology, as I did, and public health, 
that they could apply for these pre- and postdoctoral positions. So it gave 
immediately a legitimacy which the Institute had lacked. Institutes have to be cross-
disciplinary. You can't only have an institute dealing with one single field. So I 
quickly moved across disciplines to get anthropologists like Jerry Berryman, Laura 
Nader, and John Ogbu involved. And in public health, Merry Minkler and a few other 
people, all of whom were quite delighted to be able to tell their grad students there 
was a possibility for research funding, and there was actually a program of activities 
that they could identify with.  

So, that's what happened that first year. I had postdoc money on my own, I had 
postdoc money from Sandy Elberg, I brought Hardy Frye back from Yale University. 
Hardy had been doing work on the Civil Rights Movement, his doctoral thesis had an 
element of ethnography. David Wellman had worked with ethnographic work in his 
own stuff with Bob Blauner and white racism. And then quickly within that first short 
period we hired as a postdoc Tomás Almaguer, and Tahi Mottl. Let's see who else. 
Anyway, and the names are not as important here as the idea. The idea is that within 
a very short time, within a two or three year period it was up and running as an 
institute.  

Then it had research funding, for example, David Matza and David Wellman applied 
to the NIMH urban communities program and got a huge grant to look at the 
longshore, and again ethnographic field community studies as the core. So they 
would spend two to three years with their doctoral students and their own work out 
on the longshore collecting data on how longshoring had transformed itself from 
being the skilled work of a particular number of people who knew how to unload a 
boat, to the high tech development of containers and then finally the Richmond Port, 
which is almost all automated. So you go from San Francisco, which was the old 
longshoring, the skilled longshoring, they know how to bring off the different lines 
and the different kinds of cotton batting, different kinds of so on, bottles of scotch, to 
the containers, which were no longer requiring specialized labor. You simply take the 
container. The Port of Richmond—we went up there, and we saw these big cranes 
come over, pick this thing off this ship, and bring it and put it on the teamsters’ truck, 
clean. So now we're down to about twenty-four people at the Port of Richmond. 

Wilmot: Where it use to take— 

Duster: —several hundreds over in, just on particular set of ships. Okay, so that was one 
major grant, the longshore grant. Arlie Hochschild then brought in money to look at 
what was later to become an important book. By the way, all these later on became 
important books. Wellman's book on the longshore is one of the important classics in 
the field. 
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Wilmot: The Union Makes Us Strong— 

Duster: Yes. Arlie Hochschild was doing work on what was to become The Second Shift. The 
study of the transformation of the lives of women when they are full-time employed 
and the lives of, obviously, their families. So shifting role relationships in the family 
as a function of full time female employment. Again, this was money from the 
federal government, it was NIMH funded. I applied for and got a considerable 
amount of money from what was called the National Institute of Child Health and 
Human Development, to look at new technologies in molecular genetics and genetic 
screening. And so within a—now we’re into the end of the late seventies, early 
eighties, by this time there were now three, four, five major research grants flowing 
through, and I had a research training program.  

Now, here's how it all comes together in terms of the Institute's coherence. I had the 
idea that in order for the Institute to make sense, these different projects which 
seemed to be different spokes headed in different directions—you had the longshore 
project, transformation of women's issues, my research on genetics—I mean, what 
held it together besides methodological coherence of being fields studies? The field 
research training program. So we were able to treat the Institute as the core and then 
the projects as the spokes, and then we would rotate graduate students, with the 
consent of the principal investigator, rotate them through these research enterprises as 
research training. So a grad student would spend let's say six months with Arlie or 
maybe a year or a year and a half, depending upon how things worked out. And then 
we switched over to six months or a year with Wellman and Matza, or six months 
with me, and so on, so that then they would come back to the Institute every week, 
every two weeks to be involved in a research training seminar, which was headed up 
by David Minkus, who was the field research coordinator. So his funding came from 
the NIMH field training program, the money for the research came from the various 
PIs, and there was this synergistic connection between field research training, which 
was not to get students so involved in one project that they became the captives of the 
project, that they were going to be rotating around among projects understanding 
different kinds of ethnography. So that was the conceptual—and therefore turned out 
to be methodologically core development of the Institute, because we had now these 
four or five research projects. 

Wilmot: This is just an aside, but I'm wondering why was it necessary to wait a year before 
you got to make those changes, like change the name? 

Duster: I'm sure Elberg had his own reasons. The reasons that I think he would provide 
publicly, or maybe even privately, was that there was now going to be an infusion of 
resources into this institute. For me to come in and suddenly change the name and the 
venue I think would have been politically—and I think he felt it, and I certainly felt 
it—politically uncomfortable. But by going in under the old banner, and literally not 
announcing or doing anything, not saying, with trumpets blaring, “We're now going 
to change the mandate,” and yet letting the mandate flow naturally into the research 
projects [my work was all about genetics and taxonomies], and therefore race was 
going to be central. The longshore as you may know is about two-thirds people of 
color, and by that time I think even three-quarters. And Wellman's work was on 
white racism. So here were two projects which were clearly about racial stratification 
and the issues of taxonomy, so people could tell by the work that we did that race 
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was going to be continuous, there wasn't going to be a shift. But had we said with the 
trumpets blaring, “Here is the new Institute of Social Change,” people could 
legitimately ask where is race in this, you'd have to start becoming defensive, and—
who knows? So I mean, I think that's the best answer. I think Elberg saw, and I think 
I agree with him, maybe we were even mutually embracing this notion that it was just 
politically more feasible to do it with good works as opposed to an announcement. 

Wilmot: There was an interview you gave a while ago in the eighties, in the mid-eighties, it's 
actually on the Sociology Department web page, faculty life, and you were talking to, 
I think, Stephen Small. And I wasn't sure if I misunderstood this, but it sounded like 
you predicted a short life span for the ISSC. Maybe that was in response to a question 
about funding? But I'm wondering if there were challenges that— 

Duster: Oh, wow— 

Wilmot: —you could speak then to the challenges of directing and the survival of this— 

Duster: Oh, sure. Certainly. I mean, one of the first challenges was to people who saw this as 
“political.” Remember, we said last time, there was no seamlessness to the 
connection between social change, political advocacy, student engagement, and 
especially someone who at that point, in my own orbit, was seen as someone who 
was trying to bridge community issues. It had been called the Institute of Community 
and Race Relations, so there was obviously some question of what I was going to be 
doing here. [laughs] So I think many of my colleagues were closely scrutinizing—as 
they used to say, “Is this social change advocacy, or is this social change research? 
Are you studying social change, or are you advocating it?” So we resisted that binary 
formulation [laughs] and said you can only fully understand something in its 
situation. You must have a methodological strategy for understanding what's going to 
be happening if you go out and look at it, and so on and so on. So we were able to 
deal with that.  

Much more difficult in terms of challenges was what happened when the Reagan 
revolution hit. Reagan became president in 1980, and quickly the NIH, and therefore 
the NIMH, began to respond and quake under the idea that we now have in 
Washington people who did not like to see social science explaining things like 
poverty and mental illness and alcoholism and so forth, that their idea was that these 
things should be studied in terms of the neurosciences, the biological sciences. So the 
NIMH—this is not really a digression, but it will appear to be one so I'll tell you right 
now, I'm going to bring this back to the question of challenges to the institute. 

In the late seventies, Carter was president. His wife Rosalynn put together a mental 
health taskforce. She was concerned with the mental health of the nation. And she 
thought it was important that there be a lot more energy, money, research, training 
programs, clinical access to mental health. So it became the president's taskforce on 
mental health, which Rosalynn Carter chaired. I was actually a member of the 
research wing of that taskforce. And in the late seventies while I was the director of 
the Institute, I heard for the first time what was going to really animate me for much 
of my later career. I heard challenges from people who were in the field of behavioral 
genetics, people like Seymour Kety, who was the father of schizophrenia and 
genetics. Someone up from the alcohol administration group, I've forgotten his name, 
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but he was on this committee with me, and they all had this mantra, it was all about 
how the NIMH had polluted the whole mission of the mental health establishment. 
Why? By getting away from its basic biological underpinnings, that mental health 
was a biological problem, schizophrenia was to be understood in terms of genetics, 
and that the social scientists had polluted the whole mission of the NIMH. That all 
the money since 1948, '49, when it started, had gone off into poverty research and 
research on as they would say, drippingly, “Rape,” had gone to the political side, and 
the real science, by which they meant neurosciences and molecular biology and 
behavioral genetics and so on, that that had reduced funding, and what we needed to 
do in the next period was to fund real science, which was neuroscience, or the 
biochemistry of alcoholism, mental health, drug research, and so forth and so on. 

I had not been aware of how visceral and angry the people at the leadership of these 
disciplines were towards social science, until I heard about how they thought it had 
been a terrible mistake for NIMH to fund research on social basis of mental illness, 
the social basis of drugs, of alcoholism. And it seemed theoretical. Remember Carter 
was president. Once Reagan became president, this same group got into bed with the 
Reagan people, and took the position that they were going to take over the NIMH and 
the NIH and turn it in the direction of what I'd been hearing in my role as a member 
of the research task force of the President's commission. And it came home to roost 
immediately. [claps hands] I got visits from my colleagues at the NIMH saying, 
“Duster, we think we need to put on your staff immediately a physician, an MD, to 
show that your NIMH funding for your research training program has a biomedical 
thrust.” Literally, I got visits from colleagues at the NIMH telling me that if I wanted 
to see my funding for the NIMH training program sustained and retained, I had better 
get medical people involved. Because I only had anthropologists, sociologists, 
political scientists, some epidemiologists, but they were not medical people. And that 
NIMH was now looking at biomedical basis of mental illness, and that all the other 
stuff we were doing was frivolous, non-science. 

So I had been animated by the Carter years to go and do some thinking on my own 
and do my own research, and so I began to look at the scaffolding of their argument. I 
began to look at the work of Seymour Kety, who was the father of the 
schizophrenia/genetics connection. And to my amazement, their basis for looking at 
and claiming the genetic basis of schizophrenia was all based on correlational data 
going back to twin studies and so on, much of which had been over-hyped, even in 
some cases discredited. So they were using correlational data, they were not looking 
at the molecular basis of schizophrenia. They were looking at correlational data, 
which of course is what a lot of sociologists do. So as Jonathan Marx was to say 
twenty-five years later, behavioral genetics is social science in another garb. They 
were not dealing with the molecular level, they were looking at outcome data without 
controlling for hundreds of variables, but claiming that there was a genetic basis. So I 
actually had some methodological critiques to aim back at the people who were 
saying, “We are interested in the real science, you guys are interested in politically 
correct social policy.” 

Okay, how this comes back to the Institute is now part of the story. Armed with this 
information, I then went to Sandy Elberg. At the time Mike Heyman was vice 
chancellor. At the time I think Chancellor [Albert] Bowker must have been—we 
were in the late seventies, so early eighties, it doesn't really matter. The point is, I 
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knew people in the administration, well enough so I could go and tell my story, and I 
did. Now, for years they had been saying the Institute and its training program was 
such a valuable thing. Why? Because we were training not only white graduate 
students—one third to half of our students were white—but we were training Latino, 
black, Asian, Native American students. So now the Institute was the one place on 
the campus, indeed in the UC system and in the whole country—indeed, with the 
exception of Hawaii—with systematic research training for a cadre of dozens of 
students who were of color going on to get their PhDs. So, Elberg, Heyman, and 
others said, “Hey!” to the NIMH visitors, “we like this program.” And NIH site 
visitors always asked you when you come to the department, or to the administration, 
they always asked you, “Well, if money were ever to be stricken or restricted or de-
funded, what would you do?” And the right answer is, “We’d support this program.” 
So for years they had been saying if the federal government pulls back, this program 
is so valuable, we'll refund it locally. 

I saw what was happening and so I went to the administration, I said, “Look, the 
Reagan administration is now about to try to de-fund this program, or restrict it, even 
though we have very high scores.” And this is the basis of my story. We had very 
high scores for refunding, among the best. But, we were told by my colleagues at the 
NIMH we were going to be cut back drastically unless we had biomedical people 
added to the staff. I said, “This is not a biomedical training program, this is about 
research training about what we have been talking about, ethnography and social 
transformation.” The feds responded, “That won't do. You're going to get either de-
funded or cut back.” And sure enough, the budget came back slashed. They slashed 
us back from twelve students to about six. They knocked out the postdocs—they did 
not bother to give me reasons, which I will get into later—they cut back my portion 
of the funding, they cut back the research training focus for the coordinator, and so 
on. I mean, they sliced the budget dramatically. 

Since we didn't want [laughs] to get biomedical people involved, they felt justified. 
But having understood this all along as the writing on the wall, Elberg and Heyman 
heard this message and said, “All right, we'll pick up the funding.” In the next period 
I was able to get the university both locally and then statewide to pick up funding. So 
what began as a disaster, the NIMH de-funding, turned into a strength. Because by 
the end of the period, where we were then being stripped, stripped, stripped down to 
almost nothing, I was able to make up that money with—not higher—but ultimately I 
was able to get it back to about $125,000 to $150,000 a year, with funding partly 
from the local campus, and partly from the Office of the President. Because now I 
had been able to convince [President] David Gardner, or his predecessor, I forget 
who it was, doesn't matter— 

Cándida Smith: [David] Saxon? 

Duster: Saxon and then Gardner, that this was in the interest of the university, to sustain this 
research training program, which by now was showing extraordinary success. Here is 
this success story, because we are now having twenty-five or thirty grad students 
having gotten their PhDs, were now placed in places like—coin of the realm, right— 
big places like Chicago, Harvard, Michigan, the UC system, and publishing. So we 
could say we were turning out people who were success stories who were not just the 
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white students; we were turning out black, Latino, and even Native American PhD’s 
who were quite successful. 

So we were high profile in the UC system, the only place doing this in the country. 
By this time Hawaii had folded. My colleague Kiyoshi Ikeda, who had had the other 
training program producing people of color, had not gone down my road, that is, he 
had not been able to convince his administration. And so when the NIMH de-funded 
him in Hawaii, that program sunk. So we were the only place in the country 
producing so many students of color with PhDs. So, in a period in which affirmative 
action was still seen as a good thing—this is the middle eighties—this was a high 
profile jewel in the crown. 

Now, we come to—I said I'd bring it around a full circle to your question. We then 
got internal reviews from faculty members. Every five years they'd come around with 
their review committees. And it's supposed to be a wide-ranging committee across 
the disciplines and different perspectives and so on. And we began hearing things 
like, “Well, why should the Institute of Social Change have such a special funding 
privilege? Why should this institute have heavy funding from the local 
administration, and from the Office of the President? What's so special about you 
guys? Are you guys advocates for social change?” And so on and so forth. Now here 
came the attempt to drop the axe, because we were either politically active and that 
explained our success, or we had special administration access. Happily, David 
Gardner had issued a memorandum saying he welcomed proposals from all the nine 
campuses to develop research training programs which would increase the number of 
members of ethnic and racial groups, or I guess that’s what they were called, 
underrepresented minorities in research training programs. That memo was out there. 
So I would come to these meetings, and I would tell my colleagues, “When Gardner 
issued this memo to all of you, there was astounding silence. We were the only place 
in the nine campus system that responded. So the answer to your question is that you 
guys on this review committee, and all of your colleagues, regarded this memo as of 
no consequence while we regarded it as serious.” So I had the rhetorical response to 
the attack that we got favored treatment. I said, “No, no, we just responded to the 
call, and the rest of the campus and the whole nine campus system responded with 
silence, there had been no attempt to take Gardner up on this memo, with this 
announcement.” So that's the story, or part of the story. 

Cándida Smith: I'd like to follow through on how your teaching was developing sort of 
simultaneously along with the development of the institute, you know, both your 
undergrad teaching and your grad teaching. You indicated the fieldwork program for 
grad students, but how were the projects that you were developing manifesting 
themselves in the classroom, if at all? 

Duster: Well, first of all, at the graduate level—this is an easy response—because I was then 
energized, animated to teach field research training, so I taught a couple of graduate 
seminars which dealt with this whole question of how you enter the field, and I 
actually began to publish with David Wellman and David Matza some articles which 
talked about field research training and what some of the issues of symmetry and 
asymmetry were. And the first article we published was called “Field Research and 
Protection of Human Subjects.” So my graduate research experience and training 
then funneled directly into my teaching. So that's the first answer, that the field 
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training graduate students could use examples from these research projects to 
illuminate or illustrate how traditional kinds of sociological research, anthropological 
research needed to be reinvented or buttressed or developed along these lines. And 
we had great examples for students. One of them was the case of mental illness 
among Asians. I love this story, I can tell it very quickly. 

In the seventies, we would wonder out loud, “How come there are so few Chinese 
people exhibiting mental health problems?” How do you know? Because there are 
almost no Chinese who ever go to mental health clinics or facilities. So we said, 
“Only if you have an ethnographic or community studies component can you answer 
the question.” So the work of Ben Tong, who was an affiliate at the Institute, and a 
few other Chinese-American students doing fieldwork, Linda Wong—I believe her 
name was, it doesn't matter, anthropologist—Ben Tong and others would go out, and 
they would study this problem. And what they would show was that with a concept 
called Pao Tien, which means “take care of your own,” the Chinese were strongly 
averse to turning over someone in the family to an institution. You don't take a family 
member to a clinic and say that the person is mentally sick; you handle it yourself. So 
only if you do it that way do you understand that there are mental health issues with 
the Chinese community, but you can't get at it with a survey. The survey will not tell 
you anything. It will just tell you who is going to answer the survey. Not many 
Chinese immigrants, not even third generation Chinese people. Well, how about the 
work at clinics? That's going to give you a distorted view because it is self-selection 
of the clinics. Only with community studies could you understand the problem of Pao 
Tien. So that came into the teaching. We would use that and many other examples of 
how only field research would get at this fundamental truth about mental health and 
mental illness. Well, this was consistent with the mandate of the Mental Health 
Institute we were working with, but it didn't get into the biomedical part, see, so that's 
where we got into “trouble” with the government. We were talking about mental 
health clinics and who got there and why, and they wanted to look at the biomedical, 
biochemical aspects of mental illness among the Chinese. See the paradigm problem? 

Wilmot: Yes. 

Duster: So that was the answer to your question at the graduate level. Undergraduate—I think 
what happens is—I hate the metaphor, but maybe it's useful here—“trickle down.” 
And I think what happens is that when you're doing research in a field like the 
sociology of mental illness or the sociology of poverty, then if that is in the 
curriculum, you will begin to see it in the way in which you start to think about the 
sociology of crime and deviance and control. So it certainly was the case that my 
lectures began to reflect this new understanding of how one approaches the sociology 
of control and crime and deviance. I taught courses here for over twenty years on 
deviance and control. And so my lectures, I'm sure, began to reflect what was going 
on in these research training programs, in the example I just used, yes. 

Cándida Smith: Right. Well, as I look at your vita, it seems that your research in the seventies begins 
to move beyond phenomenology and beyond deviance studies—but that may be an 
incorrect deduction. 

Duster: My research certainly did. My teaching, as you know, once you're in a slot in the 
university, it's hard to get re-slotted, because all of your colleagues are occupying the 
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other slots, and even though my research interest was shifting, I really wasn't going to 
shift over and teach the sociology of medicine or the sociology of science. I mean, I 
did at the graduate level, but at the undergraduate level I remained in this slot called 
the sociology of deviance and control. And I think the content of what I was teaching 
began to shift in those courses, but it remained this part of the curriculum, which I 
was teaching. 

Wilmot: I have a couple more questions about the Institute. 

Duster: Sure. 

Wilmot: One thing is about like if you were to kind of lay out a philosophy or strategy for 
institution building at the university, what would that look like? And I'm just really 
asking what was it like for you? 

Duster: Well, context, again, is everything, and so even if one has the best of plans, I think 
that plan has to be set inside of the socio-historical moment. And what I was able to 
do in that period in the late sixties, early seventies, I think is such a contingent upon 
the forces at play in the society. That we were still a society, we were looking at 
affirmative action and access in ways that we are no longer doing now. So to answer 
your question, now I have a different strategy of institution building than I would 
twenty-five, thirty years ago. I mean, I think I was in a propitious moment for 
institution building around this topic, and that the first of many answers to your 
question, the first part of it would be you've got to be a local ethnographer of your 
own situation.  

That is, you have to understand the local setting, who are the key players, where does 
power lie in the institution, and what are your access routes to it. So then after you've 
understood that, there's also the larger political context of funding possibilities. Are 
funding agents like the foundations, whether it's Ford, Rockefeller, Carnegie, federal 
government, are they likely sources in this period funding “these kinds” of research? 
And the coin of the realm, you know, is really, at a place like Berkeley, which is 
called a tier-one research institution—the coin of the realm is obtaining research 
grants. I think that it's got a double edge to it. So institution building begins in a place 
like this with the capacity to generate research funding. And that has to do with so 
many forces at play, which are beyond your control, and you have to begin with this 
assessment of your environment. 

Then part two is to bring together a consortium of colleagues who are more or less 
like minded, but who are complementary as opposed to trying to cover up their own 
turf, and who are willing to, say, at least for a period of a few years, they are willing 
to come together and jointly engage in a common enterprise. Your question comes at 
an interesting moment because as you I'm sure know, in the last couple of years the 
system has decided to do a sunset clause on institutes, and open them up to scrutiny. 
Everybody has to go “into a zone,” where they have to say, “We're closing down and 
opening up.” So then there's the close scrutiny. So then the question is, well, who's 
going to get re-funded? And in the last few years several institutes have been de-
funded, and new ones have come on board. And the new ones sort of fit this image 
I'm describing. The new ones that were funded saw the scene. I mean, they saw what 
was viable. They saw what was going on nationally, internationally, and in funding 
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possibilities, and had articulated the vision of the goal—got together a dozen 
colleagues who could lay out a vision about what they wanted to do together 
collectively in an area of inquiry, and then convince the administration that this was a 
good thing to do. So now the sun is going to shine on them, and set on those who 
were not able to do that. That's what you get for asking a sociologist. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: You're talking about the strategic initiatives? 

Duster: Yes, right. 

Cándida Smith: Which seems to have a heavy—what's the right—biotechnology— 

Duster: It’s the times. Exactly right, that's what I'm saying. What you do is you look around, 
you say, oh ho ho, bioinformatics and computer technology, biotechnology, that 
that's what's happening in 1998, '99, when all this was coming up, see, but the sunset 
clause was going to be 2000, 2001. So everybody was scrambling around in this 
period making an assessment of their environment. What's fundable? Not fundable in 
ten years, we don't know that. So you've got to look at the current situation and see 
what's fundable now. Well, it turns out that the biotechnology may be interesting as a 
phenomenon, but maybe in the next five years we're going to find out the 
biotechnology is not where things are happening. It could be some other arena. It 
could be certain kinds of nanotechnology, we don't know. But at the time they were 
doing this, assessing their environment, seeing where funding was, where is the 
money, we are going to do the following, and getting a dozen colleagues to buy into 
it. 

Wilmot: I guess the other part of my question is about—when I think of successful institution 
building I always think about, well, someone who creates an institution that can stand 
after they are gone?  

Duster: I would say there—[laughs] what do I want to say about that? I think that there are 
two versions of this. One is, yes you want to build something which is not dependent 
upon the person who started it. You do want to have good leadership that is 
successive. And as best you can, you try to structure that into the institution building. 
But my view always was, and perhaps this is what I said to Steve Small in the middle 
eighties, I felt that it was important to do something for a five- or ten-year period and 
then see what happened. And if it turned out that these roots did not take, then I 
would not call it a failure. I would say, you have to plant your trees, see if they 
grow—and I'm just guessing what I said fifteen years ago—and that would be 
something about my attitude, that the Institute need not live on forever after me, or 
even ten years after me, for it to be a success. If it played a role in generating sixty-
five PhD s of color over a fifteen- to twenty-year period, and that was going to be its 
legacy. I would be happy to live with that. I didn't need to see a shrine or a—I didn't 
need to see people coming after me and doing the same thing. Maybe that was okay. 

Wilmot: And you passed on the directorship to Michael— 

Duster: Pedro Noguera. 

Wilmot: Okay. And now it's currently—? 
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Duster: Pedro then went to Harvard, and Michael Omi became the acting director. However, 
and this is now—I'll bring you up to date—the new director is going to be Rachel 
Moran. 

Wilmot: Oh, wow, that's wonderful. 

Duster: She'll return from her stint at UCLA and become director in the fall. She'll take over 
from Michael Omi. 

Wilmot: We hope to interview her for a different project. 

Duster: Rachel was part of the Institute, as you know. She was head of the Chicano-Latino 
Policy Project after Martín Sánchez-Jankowski, and was and still is in the law school 
here. So she will have both an insider’s view and the directorship. 

Wilmot: Okay. I was going to ask you this question about how—and I feel like in some ways 
you’ve already addressed it, but how funding boards have shaped the direction that 
research takes. 

Duster: Well, I can probably just find another angle on it, but I think I have answered the 
question. 

Wilmot: Yeah? 

Duster: I’ve said that the times do shape the way in which funding groups, foundations, think 
about what they can and will or will not do. Back in the sixties, you could actually go 
to a foundation and say, “We want money for infrastructural support,” and depending 
upon how well connected you were and how credible you were, you might get some 
money for infrastructure. By the early seventies, that was over. Every foundation had 
reached a point of saying, “This year we’re going to fund programs like x, y, and z 
and they are programs of content. We’re going to be funding work on poverty and 
community.” And so if you had an infrastructure already in place to study poverty 
and community, then Ford would say, “We’ll consider it.” But they would not 
consider funding the infrastructure of an institute, and no place that I know of has 
ever since. It’s just not, as they say in England, “on.” They’re not doing it. They will 
not fund infrastructure. 

Cándida Smith: No, matching funds of course has become increasingly— 

Duster: That’s popular. 

Cándida Smith: —required by some agencies. You had sufficient on-campus support to never have to 
worry about the matching funds issue? 

Duster: That’s right. Both on-campus and systemwide. Now, remember, I’m talking about 
research training. 

Cándida Smith: Right. 
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Duster: That was not true for research. I didn’t get a penny for research. Even the Diversity 
Project, which was probably the most visible research project that we did, as an 
institute, was funded on a shoestring. I probably brought in five, ten thousand from 
different sources here and different sources there. But, I mean, the whole project took 
only about $20,000 to $25,000, because we had volunteer work from everybody in 
the institute. That was the single most successful institute-wide project, because 
everybody came in, but unfunded. Nobody on the staff was getting paid for their 
work on the Diversity Project, which we haven’t talked about, but which— 

Cándida Smith: We will. 

Duster: Yes. So yes, we got money for research very traditionally, we never got money for 
infrastructure. 

Cándida Smith: Do you have any more questions on the Institute per se? 

Wilmot: I do. Well, I have one more question. I’m not sure I asked about methodology. I’m 
trying to understand—if I had been in one of your classes perhaps this would be 
something that I would have heard—but what did you communicate to your students 
about methodology, in particular, inserting, kind of locating yourself in the work that 
you’re doing when you’re doing ethnographic work and drawing from the work that 
you were doing? 

Duster: The question is a good one, the answer is not an easy one, because depending upon 
the kind of work you’re doing the answer changes. If you’re in a clinical setting, in 
which you have to get medical doctors to permit you to spend time with them, a 
different answer than if you’re going into a laboratory as, let’s say, Joan Fujimura 
goes into a laboratory and gets the PI, the single PI will permit her access to the 
laboratory. So the kind of thing you have to worry about all the time in field research 
is almost an epi-ethnography. You have to think about the ethnography of the 
ethnography. Who it is you’re going to be contacting. Who are the people who are 
the key actors? And if you’re going to the longshore, then you’ve got to deal with the 
union, the longshore people, and Pacific Maritime, the managerial people who are 
going to permit you access or not. So there got these three models. So I would tell my 
students, “You can’t just go into the field. You’ve got to start with a kind of epi-
analysis of what questions you even have to think about.” Do you have to go to—if 
you’re doing community based organized organization, then it’s relatively simple. 
You can go to meetings, you can become part of the community based group, you 
can indicate your concern with the environment or just toxic waste dump stuff. But if 
you’re trying to go into corporate America, do ethnography of Enron, or [laughs] 
IBM, you’ve got to raise a whole different set of questions about access. So a good 
part of the courses that I would teach had to do with understanding the nature and 
character of power and access. And here of course we’re back to the question, which 
is at the center of much social analysis. It’s a lot easier to get into the CBOs, 
community-based organizations, and into poverty clinics than it is into Wells Fargo 
banking procedures—. 

Cándida Smith: Of course, a Haas can get into Wells Fargo easily. 

Duster: [laughs] Yes. 
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Cándida Smith: It’s not that they’re closed entirely. It’s that they’re closed to certain perspectives. 

Duster: Right, that’s true. And of course the Haas people do not come with the baggage that 
we would come with. The first question for Institute people would be, “Well, why are 
you here, and what do you want to study?” For the Haas’ that we’re interested in, a 
series of issues, which are already preframed, programmed in, right there in the 
brochure. 

Cándida Smith: But that implies, I mean, not everybody in the Haas’ is necessarily a creature of the 
corporate world. I mean, what about building alliances across campus beyond the 
progressive faculty and the social sciences? 

Duster: In theory a good idea. In practice very, very difficult, because institutes like 
departments get reputations, and I think within, or over the first decade of the 
Institute’s existence, I think we had a label as a place that was doing a certain kind of 
research. And so even though we explicitly were often asked by certain research 
people to be the tag-along, to come with them to see, to understand, let’s say AIDS, 
we would be asked to do the ethnographic component of a big survey, or we’d be 
asked to do, say, the big cancer study on smoking in Richmond, we would be the 
ethnographic arm of it. We had people who could do the survey research. But that’s 
not what we do. We were labeled as the community-based ethnographic wing of the 
research enterprise, obviously for relatively progressive causes, but no one was going 
to say, “Why don’t you do the ethnography of Enron?” I mean, it wasn’t there as a 
possibility, but you can see what I’m saying, that is, the actual reputation itself 
becomes the limit of what you can do in terms of coalition building. 

So, I’m sure I spent time with—I mean, I’m not sure, I remember talking to people 
over in industrial relations, people who later on became key figures in the Clinton 
administration, Institute for Urban and Regional Development, people over there. I 
mean, actually, I initiated a consortium of directors to try to pull together something 
like this. We saw ourselves under siege at a certain point. I kept saying, “Look, we’ve 
got to pull together.” So when Claire Brown was head of the Institute of Industrial 
Relations, and Mike Hout was head of Survey Research, and Judy was head of 
Urban— 

Wilmot: Judith Innes? 

Duster: —Yes, Judith Innes. I was head of the Institute for Social Change, and we would 
have meetings to discuss our common interests, our common goals, and our common 
so on. And we shared a lot, a lot of it was about the politics of the university. But 
sometimes you’d get into content, and whether or not certain research programs 
could hold hands and help each other. After all, urban and regional development and 
ethnography do at some point join, and we had some interesting discussions about 
what was possible. 

Yes, I also had outreach with some modest success in public health and epidemiology 
and people would come over, and we had grad students in common. I sat on many 
doctoral theses, which I think were a function of these kinds of interconnections with 
public health. Yeah, I built coalitions. But then with that part of public health, by the 
way, which you’d imagine, you know, people who wanted to do this kind of work in 



160 

 

public health, and once the new director of public health came in, an ex-head of 
Chiron, and took the view that this was not the kind of work he thought was a good 
idea. Effectively he gutted social science research in the public health school. 
Literally drove out Larry Wallach, one of the principal architects of interventionist 
strategy with public health, in favor of a much more biotech-y version of how one 
does research. So, yes, my capacity to coalition build was very much a contingent 
feature of this reputation of what kind of work these guys are doing. 

Cándida Smith: Do you have any more questions? 

Wilmot: Well, I do have one question, but I think I’ll hold it. I want to just take a quick break 
and switch disks, and do a time check. 

[End Audio File 9] 

[Begin Audio File 10] 

Duster: You were asking, Richard, about— 

Cándida Smith: Well, about some of— 

Duster: The other work. 

Cándida Smith: —the other work that you’re doing which one retrospectively looking—another 
person looking retrospectively back on it could look at it as eddies in your career 
that’s building towards this social framework for genetics, but I think it’s probably 
fair to look at these other studies. Now, there are two studies on university 
governance in ‘72, ‘74, are those—those are based on your comparative 
U.S./Sweden—? 

Duster: Yes, that was way, way back in my career, and seems so ancient that I do remember 
it, but it’s a faint memory. It was based, remember, upon my time in Sweden, the 
second time in Sweden where I go back with this research funding from the Center 
for—at that time it was called Center for Research and Development in Higher 
Education, CRDHE, which had a lot of money. And I was, by this time—this was the 
late, early seventies, I think it— 

Cándida Smith: ‘72 and ‘74 is when you publish “Some Conditions for Sustained Participation in 
Governance” and “Aims and Control of the Universities.” 

Duster: Universities, right. The last one is a full-scale monograph. The first one is a jointly 
authored paper, I believe. It’s a long paper— 

Cándida Smith: Yes, quite long. 

Duster: Very long, yes. Now I actually had a part of my career, which looked towards higher 
education. That was a five-year appointment, after all. And I was interested in 
mechanisms of control and governance and the role of faculty and students in all of 
this, so it wasn’t just a little blip on the screen. It was a wing of my career. [laughs] 
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Cándida Smith: Well, it seems like a direction you could have easily spent the rest of your career 
focused on. 

Duster: Yes, that’s right. Actually, I was invited to be editor of—what was it called?—the 
American Sociological Society had a journal, The Sociology of Education. 

Cándida Smith: Right. 

Duster: So there was a point in my career where I could have headed down that road easily, 
but it seemed—whether events conspired, I’m not sure what happened, but I certainly 
did not spend much of my time looking at education research after that. 

Cándida Smith: In ‘79 you—is it ‘79? No, it’s ‘71, excuse me, you do publish an article in this book 
that Immanuel Wallerstein edited, and your article on the Third World College and 
colonial analogy. 

Duster: Yes. That was actually a thought piece. I mean, it did—it was dependent—right, it 
was based upon my understanding at my reading of higher education in the west, so I 
don’t want to mean to suggest that I was simply a novice writing in an area about 
which I knew nothing. I wasn’t. I knew a little bit about that history, I had worked 
with historians of higher education, I knew that literature. But it was clearly in the 
interest of understanding and making an announcement about the contemporary 
period.  

Cándida Smith: Right. 

Duster: So I was doing an essay, and it was about myself. I mean, it was autobiographic, it 
was saying, “Look, here’s why I don’t think I should be a key actor trying to forge 
ahead a pathway of new kinds of research on these topics.” I said in effect I had been 
so long trained and so long mired in another world view that my best role would be 
as an interpreter, a bridge, a thinker who could talk to those insurgent people who 
wanted to change [laughs] everything on this path and those who were in the 
academy who wanted to keep them from any change. There is a wonderful cartoon by 
Jules Feiffer, showing this picture of then President Eisenhower, and Eisenhower 
says, “I am opposed to white extremists who want to deny black people the right to 
vote, and I am opposed to black extremists who want the right to vote.” [laughter] I 
mean, I could satirize what I just said that way. But I was being a little more textured 
than that, that is, I did see that there was something that—I mean, I had been so 
trained for twenty-five, thirty years, in this whole other tradition, and now along 
came people who were saying, like Fanon and others, “Let’s turn it all upside down 
and go in another direction.” I’m well positioned to see what could be rescued from 
this other paradigm that might be useful here. And so that essay was an attempt to get 
way back, you know, look over 150 years and say, “Well, people who were a 
colonized elite had a certain role to play, and they actually could play a role, up to a 
point, revolutionary, but then they’re compromised.” Once they got into power, once 
[Kwame] Nkrumah and those guys get—what’s their view of higher education? They 
were trained through the lens, there are limits here. And that was the big picture I was 
putting together. 
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Cándida Smith: Well, this actually does in many ways, your higher ed work seems very relevant to 
what you’re doing with genetics, even though it’s technically a different topic. 

Duster: Right, it’s true. 

Cándida Smith: What about—I mean, one of the things that intrigued me was the impacts of BART 
study that you did— 

Duster: [laughs] That was just a complete—what shall I call it—that was a sidebar to my 
career. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: What happened there was that I was asked by the people who were doing this kind of 
work if I would make use of the capacity of the institute and my own expertise to 
comment on what was happening with BART. Because BART was completely what 
you would call it—survey research—it was all about how you do markets, and when 
you put a BART station here what’s going to happen, they’ve got all these—. And 
again, this has been a long time, and so I don’t remember exactly how this sequence 
unfolded. But I do remember getting into discussions with the BART people, people 
who were really pretty high up in BART, and I was saying things which to this day I 
feel were the right things to say, but I was completely ignored. I mean, I said things 
like, “If you really want to increase ridership on BART, you’ve got to have some 
kind of a strategy with the whole Bay Area transit system where you make it painful 
for people to drive their cars, and give rewards to the people who take BART, and 
put BART stations in places for people who really want to get into the city, who can 
get there from their homes, and so on. They found it all interesting intellectually, but 
they never—we said the bridge toll should be raised like around, what, 400 percent, 
gradually, you know, you couldn’t do it overnight, but just be clear that that money is 
going to go into building BART, and BART was going to be the alternative to Bay 
Area transit across those bridges. Anyway, so, I mean, I got a few hits that it 
wasn’t—it wasn’t effective. 

Cándida Smith: Do you remember who it was that brought you into this—? 

Duster: There was a guy named Bing, I think his name was B-I-N-G. David Minkus would 
remember. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. Was Mel Webber involved at all in this, because he was also doing BART 
impact study? 

Duster: Yes, I think—not with me. He was over in another wing. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. Did you have any interaction with him on this issue? 

Duster: Not about these matters. Mel and I had other connections, but never talked about our 
BART studies. 

Wilmot: Who were you partnering with on this, or were you—? You said “we.” 
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Duster: Well, there’s David Minkus who worked with me for years at the Institute, he’s still 
there. And Claude Fisher, who was a colleague, Professor of Sociology. Claude had 
an expertise in urban affairs, urban studies. That’s his area of expertise, he was a 
natural. But again, I think he had a wing of this, I don’t think it was so much of a 
collaborative thing, we were simply—I don’t know what we were doing there. 

Cándida Smith: You just mentioned that you had other interactions with Mel Webber. Can you give 
us a little sense of were those research things, or—? 

Duster: No, no, it was almost always committees, or mutual students, or mutual 
acquaintances. We never had joint projects and research. 

Cándida Smith: I mean, because if I think of—the institute that he was running, I mean, was it IURD, 
or—the transportation studies— 

Duster: Yes, again, if I had heard the name, I’d know— 

Cándida Smith: The subject seems very—I mean, one of their main areas of research in the eighties 
was in increase of transportability for people of lower economic means and how do 
you make— 

Duster: Right. Russ would be good at that, he’ll give you a really good understanding of Mel 
Webber’s role and his role and all of those conversations. Of course, Carl Anthony 
comes out of that too. So there are three or four people who are in a much better 
position that I am to talk about that whole development. Again, BART was a blip on 
the screen, higher education was not. Higher education was actually an element of 
my career which is substantial and remains, even into the 90s. You remember, I do 
this paper for the Rollins Colloquy, which is all about the structure of higher 
education authority, its history, and how multiculturalism is intercepted by the 
stratification of cultures. So yes, I mean, that higher education thing is not a blip on 
the screen, BART is. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: Another thing that’s probably a blip on the screen that seems very—like a great 
boondoggle, a study of rural community development in Spain. 

Duster: Oh, that was clearly, simply Aaron Cicourel, an old colleague of mine, was asked to 
come to Spain right after Franco to head up some work on what had been an area of 
life in northwestern Spain, Galicia, which Franco had completely ignored. So twenty-
five years of the Franco regime, no roads, no telephones, no communication, I mean, 
they were living in the 17th century in Galicia, because Franco said, you know, “We 
don’t need to go there.” So Aaron was asked by the new Spanish government to 
come and study what ought to happen before they simply built roads and put in 
telephone lines and so on, because they had learned that if you just go in there with 
just new technology, you can have problems. They wanted to know a little bit about 
the social anthropology of the area before they actually did anything. So Aaron asked 
me to come with him to help the consultation and then to spend some time in Galicia. 
So, yes, it was not something which I know a lot about, but I knew enough about how 
to get to the people in the community, to get to raise certain questions which might 
bring some answers. So Aaron and I spent some time in Galicia. He’s fluent in 
Spanish. And we learned enough about what was going on to be able to talk to the 
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Spanish government about what we thought might be ways of getting more 
information, as opposed to giving them quote “the advice.” 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: Right. 

Wilmot: Did you ever do any work with Manuel Castells? 

Duster: Again, not research work, but he and I have been colleagues for years since we’ve 
been on committees together, shared students, meals, and so on, but we never 
collaborated on the research problem. 

Cándida Smith: Okay. Then another piece of work that seems pretty substantial, and—but again, sort 
of a sidebar, but probably important towards the genetics study, is your work in 
alcohol and social structure. 

Duster: Yes. That’s relevant in the sense that there is a long thread in my career about the 
social meaning of alcohol as a drug and so on, for instance, that it’s about—I suppose 
if you ask people in the alcohol research world, if there are such people to ask, what 
it was that I said in almost an offhand way at one of these conferences that has 
become kind of a funny way of thinking about the problem, I think I said it in this 
paper, but I said people often treat alcohol as though it’s a problem for those in the 
experience, right, you can either handle it or you can’t, you’re a problem drinker or 
you’re not, you—it’s a medical, or it’s a health problem, and so on. I said there’s 
another way of looking at alcohol, and the analogue that I use is that it’s the way dye 
is used in microscopy is used to look at cell life. So you can see whether or not the 
blue dye is penetrating the cell this way or that way, and it tells you the structure of 
the cell. I said you can look at alcohol, its distribution in society through the lens of 
where it’s penetrating, whether beer is going this way and wine this way and so on, 
as an illumination of social structure. And that was for me, I don’t know, it just 
seemed like an analogy. But you know, it got a lot of play, that metaphor. And it’s 
not as though, again, I want to take credit for it, it’s just one of those things that 
happened.  

And in part because of that I get often invited to alcohol conferences, not because I 
was—I mean, I was “the drug person” for many years with a book on drugs, but I 
was then in this consortium of the National Academy of Sciences, they had a group 
called—what was it called? Criminology and Substance Abuse. And for years we met 
at the National Academy of Sciences. And we had a focus on drug, alcohol, 
cigarettes, and obesity. And I learned at those meetings, for a couple of years, that 
there were some parallels and some patterns and some commonality between people 
who eat too much and drink too much and smoke too much, and—. I wouldn’t have 
thought so. I mean, I thought that was an overly medicalized version of the problem. 
But actually after having spent some time with this group at the National Academy, I 
did see that the alcohol stuff could be reinterpreted through another lens, and that’s 
probably when I got my epiphany. [laughs] Look at cigarettes the same way, who is 
smoking cigarettes as opposed to what it’s doing to the body. That’s not trivial, but 
it’s relational. So if you see cigarettes as penetrating society like microscopy, like the 
blue dye, then your understanding of what it’s doing in the body could also be 
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illuminated. These are not either or frames. Working class white girls smoking a lot? 
Okay, when did that happen and why? At what point did black males reduce their 
smoking of certain kinds of cigarettes and increase others, and why? So it wasn’t so 
much the internalist account of cigarette smoking or carcinogenic work. But it was 
how do you look at it from the point of view of the social structure? Anyway, that 
was that work. 

Cándida Smith: Yes, I’m wondering in these discussions that you’re going on and these various 
committees that you’re sitting on, there are social scientists such as your self, there 
are biomedical people, and you mentioned before that during the Carter 
administration, you began to notice that some of the biomedical people, maybe all of 
them, are beginning to dismiss the need for non-medical research. 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: Was there a continuing dialogue, or are we talking about a shut down of dialogue? 

Duster: I think dialogue shut down. We’re talking now about the leadership. I mean, I think 
there are people in the field who would have a much more textured understanding of 
the complexities, but when we get to Washington we’re talking about whether or not 
research funding has grown A, B, or C. And here’s where I had my education in this 
Beltway thinking. They really understood that there were ways of getting the 
Congress to put money into brain research, decade of the brain. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: Or do we study rape through the lens of community violence, through the lens of 
childhood abuse, that kind of stuff. “No, no, rape should be studied through the lens 
of the biomedical model. Whose neurotransmitters are shifting around in certain 
ways to make them rapists, that’s real science.” This other stuff, this community-
based stuff, whether or not there’s a culture of violence in the community based upon 
all these other soft, humanistic studies, “polluting and perverting the mission of the 
NIMH,” that’s a quotation. Polluting and perverting the mission of the NIMH. 

Cándida Smith: How did you go about answering the predictive claims of one type of research, where 
the critique would be that social research is great— 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: —but you can’t predict which individual, with the biomedical research would have 
the goal of predicting specific individuals. 

Duster: Yeah. I thought you were going to ask me another question, I’ve got to think about 
that one. I mean, I do have an answer, but it’s more complicated. The question I was 
going to answer—[laughs] 

Cándida Smith: Okay, that’s fine, we can return to this next time. 

Duster: I had pushed myself into a kind of—not a polemical corner, but I certainly did not 
want to argue against the biomedical model. I mean, I was no longer simply saying, 
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“Well, let’s all sit down at the table together and have a conversation about what are 
the common elements of our enterprise,” because I began to understand the politics 
of this, and they had now taken the stance, “You guys are not scientists, we’re 
scientists.” That pushed me into a polemical position, which is, “No, no, if you think 
of science as click, click, click, then maybe you’re not so much any more or less than 
we are, and here’s another version of it.” So I guided myself, and by the time I write 
Backdoor to Eugenics, you can see some exchanges in there in which I’m now taking 
a position against that model. It’s not ecumenical. I’m not saying, “Well, maybe 
there’s something here, blahblahblah,” I’m saying “No, that version of the problem is 
insubstantial. If you want to get at these issues you can’t go there by looking at 
genotype. And here’s why.” So now, your other question was about the biomedical 
model, it doesn’t predict—or rather the sociology of it does not predict individuals. 

Cándida Smith: Right. 

Duster: Yes, and the way in which I would and have responded to that is by saying, “But it 
does predict large trends in who gets categorized.” Whether it’s ADHD, or who is a 
violent criminal. I don’t want to get into details here but I certainly had a way of 
saying, “True, the biomedical model might help you understand particular 
individuals, but what you can see over a full fifty or seventy years of research is that 
certain groups of people have a much higher rate of violence than other groups of 
people. And unless you have a biomedical explanation for that, you are forced back 
into the socio-cultural-economic interpretation. And if you’re going to tell me that in 
1925, the ratio of black to white incarceration is 2:1; in 1990 it’s about 8:1. The 
biomedical model of violence either says something happened to black people to 
make them much more violent biomedically, and for example do gene pools change 
that fast? That’s rhetorical, they don’t, they know that. So why are we looking at the 
genetics of violence when we know that in a seventy year period the ratio of 2:1 to 
8:1 has to be something else? Are you going to argue there was a neurochemical 
transformation of brain cells among black people, or something else is going on. So I 
have to wind up in this kind of offensive rhetorical position. Not so much denying 
that there’s ever a biomedical or a neuroscientific basis for violence, but that it can’t 
explain what we’re seeing. So that’s the rhetorical stance I wind up taking. Okay, it 
may be explaining some individuals, but tell me how come in a seventy year period 
this huge difference occurs in patterns of quote “violence.” 

Cándida Smith: Do you think—I mean, the simple explanation for why one explanatory framework is 
preferred for another would be political, it’s easier to sell one thing to Congress than 
another. There must be something else going on as well. 

Duster: [laughs] I certainly believe that, that in a period in which—and I’m not theorizing, 
I’m describing it—in a period in which postwar America went for twenty-five years 
away from the biological-genetic interpretation of poverty, at a certain point people 
said, “Well, maybe there’s something more involved here.” And the Congress was 
much more willing to hear about this biomedical basis of all these behaviors. So I 
certainly believe that there’s more to it than that, but it could be that’s about two-
thirds of it. Or I don’t want to quantify it, maybe even three-quarters, that what was 
going on was a shifting paradigm from the sixties where people were actually 
stripped of their capacity to argue the biological basis of poverty, mental illness, 
because of the World War II disaster. That was no longer popular in the post-Nazi 
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period between ‘46 and about ‘62, not popular to talk about the biological basis of 
these social problems. It was very popular to talk about the social-cultural basis of 
these social problems. The sixties hit—that’s history, and then by the time you get 
into the early eighties and the Reagan revolution, the paradigm has really shifted. 
And those in the ascendancy at the federal level have now taken each of the various 
institutes by the throat, it said in effect, “You want to fund real science? You don’t 
fund that soft humanistic stuff.” 

Cándida Smith: I think there are—I mean, obviously, there are clearly a number of paradigm shifts 
going on, but at the same time I’m wondering if there might not be an underlying 
continuity in the sense that in the fifties, systems theory was so dominant in the 
American academy and in intellectual thinking, not popular, not public intellectual 
thinking, but specialized intellectual thinking, and the way in which systems theory 
lays the ground for the return of determinist models. 

Duster: Yeah, I think I could probably have a good conversation about that, but I’d be on the 
same page. But there was a public part of this that really took over in the eighties. 

Cándida Smith: Yes, clearly. 

Duster: There was the pendulum swing and that’s where I think the question about Congress 
comes in. Now—and here’s what I saw up close. You go before the Congress, you 
make an argument about allocation of funding and research for real problems, and 
really discard as pseudo-science or not real science the other stuff. And that was 
where I was getting into this polemical. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. I need to go, so we should stop. 

Duster: Yes, that’s a good stop. 

Wilmot: Good. 

[End of Audio File 10]
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Interview 8: March 19, 2003 
 
[Begin Audio File 11] 
 
Wilmot: Interview eight, March 19, Troy Duster. Well, to begin, I wanted to ask you, is there 

anything that you wanted to say last week that you thought of in the interim that you 
want to say now? 

Duster: No, can’t think of anything. 

Wilmot: Okay. My first follow up question is from a long time ago, actually, when you were 
talking about the Sociology Department, I wanted to get to it before we got too much 
further on. And there was a time when you and Richard were talking about the way 
the department operated in terms of organizational theory and personological theory, 
and we had said—you had mentioned that it all changed within that context, it had all 
changed when Neil Smelser and I think Bob Blauner had left, and we, Richard and I, 
didn’t pursue the next question which was, of course, how did it change? And so I’m 
posing that to you now. 

Duster: I’m not sure I would say it was because of Smelser and Blauner’s leaving, it was 
rather the shifting times, that is, what had happened in the profession was quite 
dramatic in terms of its transformation, and there had been this long period after the 
sixties, maybe fifteen, twenty years of conflict, which was occasioned by the sixties, 
as the memory of the institution of the sixties was so strong that those who had been 
pro- or anti-Free Speech or pro- or anti-Third World Strike or pro- or anti- quote 
“student movement” were still locked in a kind of battle on almost every issue of 
personnel choice or student power, or any of those issues. Okay, so by the time we’re 
getting into the late eighties, early nineties, this is starting to shift and change, and I 
don’t want to make it sound like it was the departure of any one or two people, but it 
was mainly the shifting character of what was happening in the discipline, and 
therefore in the department that was changing things. 

So the new blood that was coming on, the new assistant professors, were not part or 
parcel of this old history, and of course they had no stake in it, but they early on 
found themselves in some ways forced to choose sides, because if you came in in the 
middle of all this heat, and there were two sides, then you tended to go to one side or 
the other. But as the sides began to dissipate in their own force as people like 
Wilensky and Bendix and others, Swanson, had left the department, because of the 
nature of what they thought was a conflict which was so difficult. They all left then. 
Wilensky went to political science, so did Bendix, Swanson went to psychology. And 
other people of course retired and were emeritus. So the people who were really most 
viscerally engaged in some of the left-right or conservative-progressive battles were 
gone. Kingsley Davis went to USC, and—anyway, you certainly get a picture, it 
wasn’t the departure therefore of any two people, it was a whole shift of key players. 

So by the time we’re into the nineties, the department had so changed that the issues 
that animated and energized or got people going were very, very different. We no 
longer had this kind of split between the four or five on the right, the four or five on 
the left, and then this big bulk in the middle. All that had changed.  

Cándida Smith: What was the new topography? 
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Duster: Hard to describe. 

Cándida Smith: Just multipolar rather than bipolar, or—? 

Duster: Yes, I mean, I think what you would then see is in some ways a much more 
traditional way of thinking about the discipline, namely, people who were mainly 
interested in quantitative analysis, they became an important bloc. And unlike the 
earlier bloc, which had quantitative people who were both progressive and 
conservative, now I think quantitative became the overarching sensibility, the 
overarching way of thinking about the discipline. So one could be quantitative, and 
that was the main thing, it didn’t matter about his or her politics. 

Cándida Smith: So method became a way of bridging ideological gaps. 

Duster: Yes. And the gaps were not that great anymore, because the old guard had gone. I 
think the same is true in theory. When the older theorists left, when people like 
Smelser and [Robert] Bellah left, then the whole notion that there was going to be 
this reincarnation of a Parsonian systems theory, that was not even on, in terms of—
right? So then, what was theory going to be like? And here’s where I think your 
question is apt, you didn’t have a theory. You had theories, you had people like 
Michael Burawoy, who was still the only Marxist in the department in terms of his 
self-identification, self-perception. And you had people who were being hired in the 
theory position, which rotated, so we had people there for two or three years and they 
didn’t work out. Erik Olin Wright came for two years, and he was clearly—the 
Marxist theorist from Madison, he didn’t stay. We offered the job to [Jürgen] 
Habermas, and he thought he might come, and then he didn’t come. We tried to 
recruit [Pierre] Bourdieu, and he never took it seriously, and so on. 

So the theory spot which had been occupied by Smelser and Bellah, which had been 
the old Parsonian systems, it all works together, gave way to this notion of the 
fragmented discipline. 

Cándida Smith: What was your role in the effort to recruit Bourdieu or Habermas? 

Duster: I was one of the senior people, and so I was central. Habermas actually came and 
spent a couple of days here. I mean, I had a big party for him here at my house. He 
was a close friend of a mutual friend, he was very close to a couple of friends of 
mine. So he seemed to be taking it seriously, but I think in retrospect—even at the 
time he indicated to me and to others that the German situation was so attractive. I 
mean, that the Germans simply were able to provide him with so much in the way of 
resources. The University of California, Berkeley was still caught in this notion that it 
was not going to make special treatment for someone of his position. Nobel Prize 
maybe, but, you know, I don’t think—we offered him a lot of money, but he had 
institutional resources in Germany which—pretty powerful. And the most important 
thing of all, and this I learned not just from Habermas, but from Hans Joas—it was 
the German retirement system. Apparently they have really a very lucrative system 
that is so much better than ours that, it sounds crass to say it, but I think very few 
German scholars are going to come to the U.S. and [laughs] give up that German 
golden parachute that they get. 
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Cándida Smith: But people also talk about the golden handcuffs on the UC retirement system. 

Duster: There’s something to it. But it’s much, much better in Germany, and Habermas said 
so. He was not diluted in his clear thinking. He said, “Well, this is a problem.” 

Cándida Smith: What about Bourdieu, with whom you also seemed to have a personal relationship, at 
least he wrote the introduction for your French translation. 

Duster: Yes, right. Well, he also spent some time here. That’s really more closely connected 
to my connection there with Cicourel, because Aaron is a close friend. Bourdieu died 
of course around the last period, but Aaron and Bourdieu were quite close. And when 
Bourdieu came here, a few times he actually stayed with me as a guest in my home. 
So we had a—and I went to Paris a few times and we spent some time together. 

Bourdieu, as I think is true for almost all French intellectuals, whether they are in 
literature, in social sciences, whether it’s in a—they have a very different cultural set 
in the academy. I mean, it’s fierce. People take sides. There are baronies. I described 
the situation at Berkeley as being laced with baronies, but at least in Berkeley the 
baronies are like détente, there are no shooting wars across the fields. But in Paris, 
you know, you were either with Bourdieu or you were not, or you were with [Alain] 
Touraine, or you were with [Michel] Meffesoli, and so on. You were with people 
who have these baronies. So I think Bourdieu never thought of coming to the U.S. 
seriously. I think he was recruited heavily by Chicago, and I think Harvard may have 
tried too. But if it ever came down to the actual moment, unlike Habermas, who 
actually took it all the way up to an offer, Bourdieu intercepted, he would say, “No, 
don’t make the offer.” So I remember those conversations in which he would just say 
he was simply too tied to his situation there in Paris, he didn’t want to string out the 
university. I think in part because of this kind of domain and turf and terrain which he 
had was very attractive, and to somebody—like Habermas, his situation there was 
very attractive. He had a lot of control and power, and coming here he would 
become, I think, a fish out of water, just another significant figure, but not in the 
same way that the French academy permits one to really dominate and characterize 
the whole intellectual terrain as their own. And I think that for both—he knew that 
for Paris, and Habermas knew that for Germany. So I think the situation for Germany 
was a bit more about—I’m not sure that’s true, but it just seemed to be true for 
Habermas, to say it was all about the combination of material and intellectual terrain, 
with Bourdieu it was maybe about the intellectual terrain. 

Cándida Smith: Well, the American university system is so structurally different from both the 
French and the German that it would be hard to—I mean, if I think of a–Derrida, of 
course, who actually built a career here, in part it’s because he was so marginalized in 
France. 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: The U.S. offer, the position at Irvine offered a possibility for a recognition that he 
simply wasn’t going to get at home. 
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Duster: Right. And the opposite was true for, I think, Habermas and Bourdieu, that they had 
so much recognition at home that to think of coming here would be I think to 
marginalize their achievements back in Europe. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Wilmot: Let’s see, I wanted to— 

Duster: Let me make one more point here, I think it’s a good point about the theory question. 
American sociology never had consensus on a theorist who was American. The 
closest we ever came to it was Alvin Gouldner, and Gouldner himself was a 
contentious figure, and it is therefore intellectually, politically interesting that the 
Berkeley department could vote unanimously for Habermas, and that we would have 
voted, I’m sure unanimously, for Bourdieu. We could never have voted unanimously 
for any American social theorist. That just couldn’t have happened. You know, we 
had contentious battles over this. One of our biggest battles was over Theda Skocpol, 
where the department was split, literally, over that appointment. Ultimately, she was 
given the offer—she was given the offer, and she played it off against Harvard and 
Chicago, in a remarkably skillful deployment of her—yes, whatever. Anyway, it’s 
worth mentioning here that European theorists were acceptable to American 
sociologists. You could almost get—could get consensus of this department, for 
Habermas and Bourdieu, but not for anybody local. Anyway, it’s to dot that “i.” 

Cándida Smith: Yes, that’s an important point to make. On the other—one of the issues we have 
discussed before was the fights over graduate student involvement within the 
governance of the department and—but I don’t think we ever really came to a 
resolution of that issue. 

Duster: That’s because the department never came to a resolution. We rolled it over every 
two or three years, there was a new insurgency—as you know, grad students come 
and go. And so that would explain why on any given year or two-year period there 
would be a new departmental vote on whether or not grad students could or should be 
involved in the selection of faculty personnel. That was a big issue, to what extent 
there should be graduate student involvement. How could and should their votes 
count? 

One strategy was to erect a parallel graduate student personnel committee, which 
would come in with its report, give its strong views, and then be asked to leave. And 
this went on for my whole last third of my career in the department, maybe even the 
last half. And this was always a subject of contention. Grad students did not like this 
strategy, but it was a compromise that was voted in, that they get to have their own 
committee, access to all the files. But I think here was an issue of contestation as 
well, access to letters—I think they did, I think they did. They certainly had access to 
all the files in terms of who is publishing what, and the articles. That was one of the 
big issues, too, to what extent should grad students be seeing these letters which were 
intended for the faculty eyes, and so on. I think— 

Cándida Smith: And technically are confidential. 
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Duster: Yes, yes. I think—I’m not sure what happened there—it could have been something 
like the faculty committee would summarize the big issues— 

Cándida Smith: Right. 

Duster: That kind of thing. But we never came to any firm conclusion, we always had this 
hovering every two or three years. “Grad student access to files?” “I don’t know how 
much, but we’ll see.” “Reports separate?” “Yeah.” “Do we take it seriously?” “Well, 
no.” “Do they vote?” “Well, they vote, but we don’t have to take it—we take it on 
advisement.” So grad students would vote, but it had no standing, except we would 
understand how they felt. And that’s the way it was partially or temporarily resolved. 
It never came down to a formal vote where their votes counted. It came down to a 
vote where their votes were counted in the sense of we take them seriously. [laughs] 
You understand? 

Cándida Smith: Did the dean or—? 

Duster: You counted the votes, if the grad students voted eighteen to four in favor of so and 
so—so you could count the votes, but they don’t count in terms of the eighteen votes 
go into the file, no, no. The faculty votes—we understand that, what the vote was, we 
listen to the count, but the student votes don’t count in that sense. They don’t count in 
the faculty meeting. 

Cándida Smith: But what about the higher—in certainly the higher institution-wide structure, so that 
the college, the college and the Senate have opinions about this as well. 

Duster: That’s right, and that’s why the student vote never counted, because the Senate rules 
are: student votes don’t count, Senate votes count for promotion for tenure, to full 
professor. You don’t get to say, “So many grad students thought this about 
somebody.” That goes into the file, but not as a vote. So that’s how we came to this 
intermediate or compromise circumstance of a grad student committee which would 
advise the faculty for its position. 

And I should say at least two-thirds of the time there was a sufficient overlap or 
agreement. When there wasn’t, there was the inevitable notion that we were just 
ignoring the grad students unless they agreed with us. There was something to it. On 
the other hand some grad students were persuasive in how they read the files and 
came to a considered judgement, so some faculty were impressed by the grad 
students and their views. After all, it’s about the needs of the profession, needs of the 
graduate students, and so forth. So we had to take that seriously. 

Let me give you an example about where this took its major force, took its major 
force around gender studies, where I think I mentioned this earlier, but let me just dot 
this “i” and cross this “t” here. By the early nineties the department is now almost 
half women, and there are only three women—oh, this is probably even mid-eighties, 
because I became chair in ‘86— 

Wilmot: ‘87? 
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Duster: ‘86, yes. I mean, yes, I came back from Williams in ‘85. Anyway, the gender issue is 
big because there are so many women at the graduate level, and so few teaching. And 
of those teaching, not all the women are teaching gender issues. So Vicky Bonnell is 
not just teaching Russian revolution, Gertrude Jaeger is part-time teaching something 
else. Only Arlie Hochschild is teaching a lot of, I mean thirty students across the 
different fields, not just sociology but political science, anybody interested in the 
topic of gender is coming to Arlie, and Arlie is half-time. She has worked out a deal 
where she is only half time. Here is this person with this huge graduate student 
insurgency around gender issues, and the faculty is mainly interested in other things. 

So the grad students did mobilize and made strong arguments about personnel 
decisions and FTE allocation and how we should be proceeding here. And I think this 
is maybe as important as any of the other things that was going on in terms of grad 
student influence on faculty personnel issues. 

Cándida Smith: I was going to ask this a little later, but since we’re on this issue now I might as well 
pursue it now. The academy has a sort of family model to it, it’s both a fraternity, and 
then there’s also a strongly articulated paternal power. And then many people in the 
academy also have ambivalent attitudes towards the authority that they are going to 
be—they eventually are going to be occupying. I wonder how you thought about this 
balance of power and authority within the academy and occupying what is really a 
highly gendered symbolic structure. And as I recall from the beginning of the 
interview, you come from a situation where for a variety of reasons male authority 
figures are not as— 

Duster: Right. 

Cándida Smith: —strong as the female authority figures. How does this works itself out in your own 
self-conceptualization of the role that you could play? 

Duster: Well, you know, this is not an easy terrain. I mean—issues of class and gender and 
race are so powerful and so dominant that—you know, one is always talking about 
this in the last period, the intersections and how they play themselves out. I don’t 
have a good answer to the question. I think I’ve been much more the responder, the—
should we call it the—less the protagonist, certainly not antagonist, more the reactor. 
So I think I wound up, like most males, finding myself in situations in which 
questions were being raised, demands were being given, demands were being 
presented by females. So then I was in a situation of reacting, as opposed to being the 
proactive agent who is out to increase female equality, responding as a feminist 
would with sort of, insurgency and advocacy. 

So, with that bit of truth in advertising or self-report, I can then say I found myself 
routinely on the side of feminists. So they would probably universally regard me as a 
friendly foe, an ally, someone who—not kicking, dragging, and screaming—certainly 
I was hardly part of the vanguard of feminist thought, feminist work. And I think my 
early work reflects that. I mean, like most males, if you look at my early writing, 
there was no sensitivity to what later became real feminist issues. Something as 
literal as how you refer to males and females in your writing, or “a man’s world,” or 
“he or she,” and in those interchanges, there is nothing in there in that early period 
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that would indicate any consciousness on my part. So I was a reactor, but I think I 
can say I was a friendly reactor. 

Cándida Smith: Feminism is part of it, but there’s also in a sense, there’s the demand to be an ally, 
there’s also within the structure, it can come from all sorts of sources including 
insurgent sources, the demand to be a good father figure. 

Duster: Mm-hm. Mm-hm. 

Cándida Smith: Especially as you become a baron. 

Duster: Well, here’s the problem, I mean, here’s the issue that I was—talking about 
intersectionality, we are all caught up in contradictions, and so of course what’s 
going on here is that the race issue is going to play itself out, and a lot of the students 
that I’m going to be dealing with are going to be black females. Just the nature of the 
enterprise, black male students are less likely to be in the academy, and so there is 
this complex, racialized, gendered thing going on. Class is playing a small role, but 
the big issues there are the intersection of race and gender. So of course I get to play 
this role of the senior black scholar dealing with a lot of young, younger black 
females, and there is this inevitable either strict father or nurturant father role. To 
quote my colleague George Lakoff, he puts it in terms of, “What are you? Are you 
going to be the person who says they are going to hold you to the standards of the 
academy as constructed, play the strict father, or are you going to be nurturant, 
understanding, perspectival of those in a subjected role,” and so on. 

I think I played that not any way that could be regarded as sharp and clear. I think I 
navigated that with different persons in different circumstances, sometimes with great 
success, sometimes with—[laughs] with remarkable failure. I mean, I had students 
who felt I was very much a strict authoritarian, who didn’t bend enough, and who, I 
think, left graduate school in a huff because of it. There are certainly grad students 
who would say I was not as responsive to their needs as fledgling young black 
intellectuals. On the other hand, you’ll find a number who would say, yes, I was an 
island in a sea of hostility. So I’ve heard that from many grad students who say the 
Institute played an important role, because it was a place where they could spend 
time and not find themselves routinely questioned about their intellectual legitimacy 
or domain assumptions. 

So, I think both things are true. I mean, it’s probably best to ask people who were in 
the experience, as opposed to me. I mean, because I’ll give you my view, and as you 
know, people who are in the experience as subordinates will give you a much more 
textured understanding. But I certainly felt—I had both experiences, both the 
experience of feeling like black students are feeling about me, “Asked too tough 
questions of me,” “Is not part of the black revolution,” you know, “Asked questions 
which assume that this whole other paradigm is true and real,” “Enforced the 
discipline.” So I become a disciplinarian of the discipline of the discipline. I’m the 
person who is enforcing this stuff, as opposed to one who is permitting a kind of free 
open inquiry and challenging. You know, that’s inevitable. That’s part of what I was 
saying back in the sixties about the Macauley situation, that essay I wrote. Yet I am 
who I am, you know, I did grow up in a world in which there was a canon, and I 
think you ought to know the canon. So now I’m going to hold you to it. 
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Cándida Smith: Well, to what degree were you, because of your ideology and because of factors and 
your subjective formation, at odds with the authority which you needed to exercise 
and which perhaps you wanted to exercise? 

Duster: Good question, hard answer. It was contextual, contingent, and fluid. I mean, there 
were times in which I felt I was very much a disappointment to my colleagues who 
were the strict authoritarian, “keep them honest.” I recall a PhD exam in which one of 
my colleagues said, as much to me as to my other white colleagues, “You have to be 
able to say no. You can’t just let—.” This particular performance, which was a bad 
performance by the way, this black grad student had performed poorly, and we all 
agreed. The question was, what should we do about it? And this colleague took the 
view that we should all say, “This performance was so bad, you should find 
something else to do with your life.” No coming back. And I took the position, “No, 
you’ve got to leave the door open for this person to come back, to take the exam 
again.” And at that moment, I’m sure I was, in the eyes of this particular colleague, 
but maybe in others lowering the bar. Because this was a bad performance, I mean, 
we didn’t disagree about the performance, this was a bad performance. But I took the 
view we’re teachers, we’re instructors, we should be trying to get people to 
understand, as opposed to his position which was that this person has been in 
graduate school for all these years and performed this way, you’ve got to say no and 
no way can you come back. So I mean, I have been in those moments in which I was 
seen as the softie who was too lenient. But I also dropped the axe, I have, I mean, 
I’ve actually, on a few occasions been on a PhD qualifying committee in which I 
simply said, “You’ve flunked.” Now, flunked, you have to understand this—[laughs] 
maybe I’m speaking to the tape here, because you two understand this—you have to 
understand that when you say in graduate school that you flunk, that almost always 
means you flunk out. Few people come back. So for me it was symbolic to say, “And 
permit the student to come back,” because most students, after hearing that they’ve 
flunked their PhD orals, don’t come back. Maybe one in about five do, but most of 
them, my experience has been, you’re out. So yes, I’ve dropped that axe a few times, 
and I’ve dropped it on people of all colors. I mean, maybe seven or eight times in my 
career I’ve dropped the axe—or, along with my colleagues, dropped the axe. 

So once you’ve dropped the axe, your reputation changes. People say, “This person is 
an axe-dropper?” [laughs] “I thought this person was a friend of the people.” So once 
you drop the axe as a faculty member on a grad student, that reputation is there. So 
every other grad student, no matter how he or she thinks of themselves, they have to 
think of you as “someone who can do that?” And since the world is such a—you 
know, as you know this—subjectively constructed one for graduate students where 
you don’t know from A to B where you stand, so, you know, what’s a B+? What 
does a B+ mean? It’s flunking. 

Cándida Smith: In history it means, if a grad student gets a B+ that means they consider getting a new 
job. [laughter] 

Duster: Yes. Well, in sociology not quite, but still, it’s in there. So an A-, in a world of this 
kind of grading, is not affirmation. And here’s the irony, people who get A’s are not 
feeling secure either. Because an A may mean, “Oh, this is the way we grade here, 
you get A or A-, it’s all right, you got an A.” But when it comes time for your orals, 
you’ve got to display something, and that’s when people get into this neurosis.  
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Anyway, that’s a long response, but I think I’m painting a picture that—I don’t have 
a clear answer to your question, I’m not regarded either one way or the other, and my 
self-conception is also much more fluid. I’m not seen as the upholder of the canon 
under all conditions, nor am I seen as the insurgent black intellectual who wants to 
topple the canon. Somewhere, depending upon the circumstances, I’m likely to 
uphold the canon, and sometimes side with those students.  

I suppose you can look in on my whole career of graduate students when I’ve chaired 
their thesis, there might be a slight emphasis upon insurgency, on their part, you 
know, “We challenge the canon in the following way.” And so, I think, empirically, 
if you use that as the measure, you can say grad students would gravitate more 
towards me and Blauner and—well, the two of us I guess in particular, if they wanted 
to challenge the canon. 

Cándida Smith: Talking about graduate students that one has directed is always very difficult, but I 
wonder if there are particular students that you can talk about with whom it was a 
great pleasure to work with and whose—the experience of being a director gave you 
a great sense of satisfaction? 

Duster: You know, in some ways the answer is easier on the other side of this. You 
remember your critics more than you remember those who write great reviews. I 
mean, if I go back over my own reviews in the literature, the ones that I really 
remember are the ones who stung me. And the ones who said it was pretty good 
work, I don’t remember who they were, I really don’t. I mean, I remember maybe 
two or three of them, but the ones that stung me, I really remembered. Well, the same 
with grad students. I think the students that I really remember were the ones who I 
had the most trouble with, where we were at the edge where I was just about to say, 
“No mas,” you know, “I can’t work with you anymore,” and then we had some kind 
of a thing and finally worked it out and they got their degree, or they didn’t. 

So to address your question more directly, grad students with whom I had—it was a 
pleasure to work with them—I guess I have to rephrase your question, or at least 
come up with an answer in a different way. I think the students that I really liked 
working with are the ones who really engaged the topic, and there was some 
disagreement or difficulty, or they had to do more than I thought they were doing, 
and they agreed with me ultimately, and wrote a thesis that was much more richly 
textured than I thought it would have been. Then I felt good. As opposed to grad 
students that were wonderful students, who didn’t need me, who went off, because 
they were so engaged with the topic, they had the remarkably ecumenical view—they 
could bring in history, and philosophy, and theory, and they went off and did great 
work, and I signed the thesis. So there were those students who did that, and I signed 
the thesis, and I took credit for their great work. But the ones that I really remember 
as having felt I had an effect upon their career was where we were struggling 
somewhat, and I felt, “No, go this way,” they said, “No, I’ll go this way,” and we’d 
come to a meeting of the minds, and we’d finally come to a point where we both 
agreed this was a good thesis, and I had played a role in it. 

I would say Jere Takahashi, I played a role there with him, where he wrote about 
Japanese American political sensibility after World War II. He was trying to deal 
with Isei-Nisei conflict, and what it meant to be politically complicitious or not with 
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the whole scene about accommodation and assimilation. And I remember having a lot 
of discussion with Jere about how, if he would just present it this way, and talk to 
these people—again, I don’t have a clear memory now about exactly how this all 
played itself out, but I do remember feeling, as I said, in the abstract, I do remember 
feeling that with Jere there was this sympathetic, engaged conversation which I felt 
was a model for how one could do good work as a PhD advisor. Yes. 

Pedro Noguera. Pedro was in some ways at the other end of the continuum. Pedro 
had a really strong view about what he wanted to do. He started off looking at the 
situation in the Caribbean and what he wanted to do there. And I think because of the 
eruption of political hostilities, of—a revolution was going on where he wanted to 
work, he couldn’t do it anymore, so he had to shift territory, do something else. Well, 
I didn’t know a lot about what he was going to be doing, and ultimately I think Pedro 
was one of those people who is a self-starter, he was motivated. I didn’t really know 
his area that well, and he went off and did some interesting and good work. They’re 
both success stories. Pedro has done quite well, but I don’t think I really influenced 
his career the same way I influenced Jere’s intellectual terrain and what he did with 
his career. So those are two examples, but there are many others. 

Wilmot: You had mentioned one of your graduate students who had written her dissertation on 
African American beauty queens. 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: Which I have looked for, I’ve recalled it— 

Duster: Maxine Craig. 

Wilmot: And I’ve recalled it, but no one will—whoever has it won’t give it back to the library. 

Duster: Oh, it’s a book. I think it’s called, And Ain’t I a Beauty Queen or something like that. 
[Maxine Leeds Craig, Ain't I a Beauty Queen?: Black Women, Beauty, and the 
Politics of Race. New York: Oxford University Press, 2002]. The title of the book is 
different from the title of the doctoral thesis. She’s teaching now at Cal State 
Hayward, and her name is Maxine Craig. [I was a member of her committee, not 
chair.] 

Well, that same year I chaired Ann—it’s embarrassing, because I’ve had too many 
grad students. 

Wilmot: That’s fine, we’ll fill in the name later. 

Duster: And she wrote a doctoral thesis on black males in trouble in the Oakland school 
system. And that book has now gotten an award. 

Wilmot: She’s Jamaican? 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: Ferguson. 
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Duster: Yes, Ann Ferguson. And she’s teaching at Smith, and she’s chair of African 
American Studies. So, let’s see, what will I say about those two—similar. Not quite 
as far apart as Pedro and Jere, but Ann was more involved, engaged with me in the 
thesis. Well, that’s also true because Maxine Craig’s chair was Todd Gitlin, not me. 
That’s also a reason—it just occurred to me. I was on her thesis committee, but I was 
not the chair; I was chair of Ann’s. So yes, we could go down the list of all the 
students and put them on a continuum, there’s a wide range of engagement, versus, 
“Just go off and do it, and I’ll help you when I can.” 

Cándida Smith: If we think about the larger question of the University providing access to the full 
range of the state’s population, and actively including them in its life, how do these, 
you know, this intersection of family structures and bureaucratic structures function 
to—how do they affect people who are coming into an environment where they’re 
not sure that they belong and they’re not sure whether the environment is actually 
accepting them or hostile to them? 

Duster: Well, here’s where I think my earlier comments about the Institute as an island in a 
sea of hostility were much truer for grad students than I thought. That is, it’s only in 
retrospect that I understand the role that the institute played, and I get this all the 
time. 

The department, after all, was not a nurturing environment. The Department of 
Sociology, the doors are literally closed, the faculty are off in their different research 
institutes, and so literally you’re lost if you come into that department in that first 
year or two. Now, if you come from Harvard or Princeton, and you’re a third-
generation academic, you can handle that, because you know, because of your 
parental structure, your family background, how to handle the academy, so you go in 
and find these places. But if you’re first generation in college, much less first 
generation in graduate school, as many of my students were—I mean, we’re talking 
now about Linda Facio, first generation. Or Teresa Córdova, first generation even in 
college. Now they’re in graduate school, and they don’t know anything about the 
rules of procedure, about how one navigates—so I probably—I mean, I knew this 
was going on, but even I may have underestimated the importance of this notion of 
an island of sympathetic people. So, yes, the department was a terrible place, and 
everybody will tell you this, I mean, I’m not alone. Even the staunchest defenders 
will tell you the Department of Sociology was not a nurturing environment, that grad 
students could find themselves floundering unless they found an anchor. So, that was 
the role the Institute was going to play for a whole two generations of graduate 
students, it would be an anchor for a lot of them.  

Because they would find each other, you know, it wasn’t that they could find 
nurturing faculty. I mean, it wasn’t as though I was around as the nurturant father, I 
wasn’t. I was doing my own research, I was helping people get research grants, I was 
running seminars and teaching, myself. So I was not in any sense someone who one 
would say was this well of Gemeinschaft and community. I mean, I was not. It’s not 
my style or personality. There are some faculty members who simply, just by being 
in their presence, you’d probably want to sit down and have a brandy or coffee or tea 
with them. No. Uh-uh. That’s not what people would say about me, they wouldn’t 
say that about me. [laughs] 
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But the environment at the institute was one in which they could feel there was some 
support. And here I think the role of David Minkus is extremely important, because 
he was the head of the field research training program, and unlike me, he was the 
good uncle. He was somebody that all the grad students could go to and sit down 
with and talk to, and spend hours with them. I mean, if you got ten minutes with me, 
that was good, I felt. [laughter] But certainly if you got a whole half an hour or an 
hour, that’s because you were my PhD student, because otherwise, you know, [snaps 
fingers] I’ve got things, you know, I’m always in motion. 

Well, Minkus, on the other hand, was the opposite. I mean, this man could sit you 
down and talk about your life, his life, called a high context intellectual, never about 
simply the ideas, all about the idea in which you understood the world. And he was 
my assistant for all those years, and again, he was the good uncle, and provided this 
wonderful environment for the students. And then, they for each other. 

I’ve always believed, by the way, that graduate students learn as much from each 
other as they do from the faculty. The faculty are down narrow corridors of expertise 
by the time they’re in their middle or late careers. Grad students are ecumenical. So, 
anyway, yes, the Institute did play that role. 

Wilmot: I just have two questions about methodology. Earlier in this conversation you were 
saying that the department, the terrain in the department, then became not so much 
about theory as about methodology. And so I’m wondering then how did that—given 
that you had a view of methodology as central in the Institute—how did that interact 
with what was going on in the department, and how did people perceive that work? 

Duster: They perceived it correctly, namely that the Institute was a place where students 
interested in field research or community-based work or ethnography, whatever you 
want to call it, felt comfortable and challenged, not for the method, but for how they 
were doing the method. So they would get challenged for doing better field work, or 
better ethnography, they were not challenged for doing ethnography. And they were 
challenged, for example, to be more inclusive. I mean, I would always tell my 
students, “In the opening part of your doctoral thesis, frame the question as broad as 
the context. Don’t start with the limited regional or local or street corner of 
ethnography. You start with the big picture and then explain why you chose that local 
scene.” So to answer your question, the Institute, from the outside, appeared to be a 
place where you could do this ethnographic field research and so on. From the inside 
it was always, “Well, how are you going to incorporate demography, theory, 
research, maybe some epistemology and theory and epidemiology into your work?” 
So while it was seen from the outside as perhaps the place where you could get to do 
your ethnographic work, if you were in the Institute you were often told, “That won’t 
do, you have to contextualize and theorize.” You know, historically frame, “I want 
the history of this problem. I don’t want you to just start on the street corner and tell 
me what is happening with the drug culture. I want you to go back for one hundred 
years and tell me how drugs got to be illegal. What’s the history of heroin? What’s 
the history of morphine? What’s the history of marijuana? Don’t just start with the 
drug scene.”  

So that’s—now, remember I told you last time that there are five-year reviews? 
Every five years someone comes over and knocks on the door and says, “We’re here 
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from the central administration to review your program.” So we would often hear—
and actually the last review the Institute got was a—I would call a kind of a setup. It 
was a hostile review from people who don’t understand ethnography, who came over 
from other campuses or from across the country in this sunset review, and took a very 
hostile attitude—that they didn’t read doctoral theses. And the doctoral theses out of 
the Institute, especially my students, are always involved in more than simply quote, 
“this local ethnography.” It’s always about contextualizing and so on. But this review 
assumed that this was a place where people got to do this work and didn’t do larger 
theoretical work. So I went uncharacteristically ballistic. I wrote a counter to this 
review, in which I detailed my objections to the way in which this review panel was 
unprofessional. I actually called them unprofessional; I said that there should be an 
ethics investigation in this review. Because the assumption was from the outside, 
“Oh, they do ethnography.” And they didn’t bother to look at the material. They just 
said it, as part of the official review of the Institute. So my official response was 
pretty strong, pretty powerful. So yes, I think that’s—but it’s also about the politics 
of the situation. You know, people do think of this in terms of social change, as 
insurgency. And whether the Institute was actually, as I said, involved in the study of 
social change, or was it involved in— 

Wilmot: Advocating? 

Duster: Advocating. And that—you know, that’s never going to go away. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. One of the things I wanted to ask you about in terms of your work and also the 
work that you’re sponsoring, authorizing, is the fate of phenomenology within your 
work and in sociology. You’re trained in the phenomenological tradition; you’re 
trained with some of the big names in that tradition. What happens to 
phenomenology as a distinct trend within the field of sociology? How does that play 
in your work? 

Duster: I think that there are two answers to your question. One is that in the field, 
phenomenology got segmented like almost everything else in the discipline. So you 
get people who do phenomenological work under the banner—they are students of 
Garfinkel, or so on. And they are quickly categorized: “Oh, this is the work of so-
and-so in the sociology of science studies. That’s that ethno-methodological tradition 
of Garfinkel.” Slotted. So there’s you know, like a Lynch, “That’s what he does, he 
does phenomenological work in the sociology of science.” Big slot. Not much 
engagement across the field. People don’t say, “Now here’s this work, how do we 
engage it?” It’s like click, it’s over there in that slot, like the pigeonhole. “We know 
how to pigeonhole him; it’s over there.” 

I think that’s true for cognitive science, computational analysis; you get people who 
get slotted as that tradition without having—although here I’m on maybe shakier 
ground, I don’t know the field that well. Here I think Aaron Cicourel would be much 
more of a help. He would say that the cognitive science people had been influenced 
by that tradition, maybe more than I would say science studies has. I’m clear, science 
studies gets slotted over here, whereas cognitive science there may be much more of 
an interplay and interaction, although I think even there there’s a lot of slotting going 
on. So I think the answer to your question, professionally in terms of the institutions, 
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is that phenomenological work has gotten itself mired into these little pockets, “They 
do this over here,” and ne’er do the disciplines talk to each other or engage. 

Now, for myself, I think I’ve always taken the view that this is very insightful, 
illuminating work, that sometimes it’s an epiphany of insight, but that professionally 
I found it a trap. And the trap was, it was too self-referential. It’s my critique of a lot 
of what happens in the academy, where a group comes along, it’s insurgent, it has 
insights, but it begins after a while to talk to itself, and you only know that you’re 
doing well by talking to people sitting next to you, because you don’t know—
because the profession is—now, it’s interactional, I mean, I don’t mean to suggest 
that the fault lies with the people doing it. But there’s an interaction between being an 
insurgent group in a discipline, finding yourself up against a brick wall, and then 
deciding you’re self-referential. So my view of the early phenomenological work—
this was Sachs, and Schegeloff, and obviously the early Garfinkel—is that it had 
wonderful potential, great insights. It really understood lots of things about the world 
through some particular frame. But then found itself beleaguered, besieged, found 
itself marginalized, and then went internal and began talking to itself. And I felt I did 
not want to identify myself—I mean, I simply did not head down that road of being 
identified as someone who was “the phenomenologist” in studies of deviance or law, 
or “the phenomenologist” interested in this. And it’s partly, partly intellectual. I 
mean, I just felt it was wonderfully insightful about some things, but like all insights, 
it’s partial. One thing that I didn’t like about the phenomenological impulse was its 
flattening of hierarchy, its flattening of structure. Now, they would say—well, to hell 
with what they would say—my view was that was one of the Achilles’ heels of the 
phenomenological tradition, that it did not take seriously enough for me the 
structural. 

Now, this would come up again with Blumer, because the interactionist tradition in 
sociology I think also has a tendency to flatten structural and institutional issues, 
hierarchy. And in the essay I wrote with Blumer—I think I mentioned this before—
that there is this type of war, and once again you see me saying, “No, no, but there’s 
more over here about structural domination and racial hierarchy,” and Blumer saying 
it’s all about the emergent interaction. Well, there’s part of me, when I’m talking to, 
quote, “structuralists,” I am more of a phenomenologist and more of an interactionist. 
When I’m talking with a phenomenologist, [laughs] I’m much more of the 
structuralist. Okay? 

Cándida Smith: It’s the code-switching motif again. 

Duster: Yes, and there’s actually a segue here into my work on race and genetics. 

Cándida Smith: Okay, that’s good. [laughs] 

Duster: And it’s remarkably parallel. I find myself often talking to the people in molecular 
biology and saying, “Look, you can’t go down to that level to explain race. You can’t 
go to the DNA. Race is about something which is emergent and flexible, and if you 
put in the DNA, then it’s simply solid; you get some notion that it’s there.” On the 
other hand, when I’m talking to my colleagues in sociology about race and they’re 
saying, “Race is completely fluid, epiphenomenal, of no consequence, it’s a stupid 
concept, let’s get rid of it,” I’m saying, “Wait a minute, wait a minute. Institutions are 
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in place which give people privilege or access or power based upon this concept. And 
they are remarkably important, real, and consequential.” So I’m not inconsistent, it’s 
just that when I’m talking to the biologists, I say, “Of course race is fluid, of course 
it’s contextual. You can’t go to the DNA to explain it.” And talking to sociologists 
who are telling me that it’s all fluid, “No, no, it’s deeply structural, embedded, and 
consequential.” 

So maybe that’s where, you know, this is the segue back from my stuff about 
phenomenology and structure. I didn’t like the phenomenological elements which 
took everything down the road of, it’s the subjective role of actors, you know? [snorts 
derisively] There are structures in here! And I didn’t like that part of the deeply 
structural argument which ignored what I think Blumer correctly calls “the capacity 
of humans to come together and collectively, with agency, transform their 
circumstance.” 

So that makes me hard to put into a category and say, “He is or is not this particular 
kind of actor.” It depends on—I mean, I have a position; it’s just that it’s not easily 
captured with this [snaps fingers] phenomenology thing or structural thing. I’ve tried 
to mix and match and sort, see what’s particularly important, to develop any one 
topic. 

[End Audio File 11] 

[Begin Audio File 12] 

Cándida Smith: Coming back to this issue of some of the work that you’ve done that’s not defined by 
the work in genetics, in ‘85 you wrote a piece on the black urban underclass, the 
black underclass. I’m curious to get some understanding of why you decided to make 
an intervention in this sort of contentious territory, and what you were hoping to gain 
by redefining the terms of the discussion. 

Duster: Remind me of the piece, I do have a general recollection, but— 

Cándida Smith: “Social Implications of the Black Underclass,” which was in Poverty with a Human 
Face. [Ed. Clayborne Carson and Mark McLeod. San Francisco: Public Media 
Center, 1985] 

Duster: Yes, okay, that— 

Cándida Smith: Clayborne Carson. 

Duster: Right. 

Wilmot: I have that one too, in case you want to see it. 

Duster: Yes. This was an outgrowth of a conference that I was invited to attend and 
participate in, and I felt at that time that—I’m trying to think whether or not Bill 
Wilson’s work had made a play at this point, I guess it had. His first book is certainly 
out by that time; it was a book on race and its decline in significance. Right, I don’t 
cite it here. [rustling papers] I think what’s going on at this point is that I’m seeing 
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the future, [laughs] that there is something happening and a reinterpretation of the 
black situation in America. It goes something like this—blacks had the moral 
advantage in the Civil Rights Movement. They were a group that had been identified 
as victimized or disenfranchised. And this was a function of white power and of the 
old South and so on. And I think I’m seeing around this time a shifting zeitgeist, that 
increasingly America is looking at blacks and particularly black male youth as “the 
problem,” that the promise has not been fulfilled. The Civil Rights Movement should 
have turned black people into grateful citizens who get the right to vote, who behave 
themselves, go to school, and live happily ever after. And instead, we’re seeing a lot 
of black crime, a lot of black youth, it was called at that point “the black urban 
underclass” emerging in ways which are being derided and dismissed as the 
pathology of the black community. 

And in this period I believe Bill Wilson’s work is getting a lot of currency. Bill 
Wilson is saying class is trumping race as a master category, that class is more 
important in the black community, and here’s why—but I don’t want to repeat that 
argument. But what I’m seeing is a lack of understanding of the power and the role of 
race as an enduring stratifying practice. And indeed, I’m impressed by something—
I’m not sure where I got this idea—but I’m impressed by something I’ve been 
reading that had to do with the fact that black youth unemployment in the fifties was 
pretty much the same as white youth unemployment. By the time I write this article, 
black youth unemployment has now surged to about three times white youth 
unemployment. And I’m puzzled, and trying to explain why. Why should black youth 
unemployment have in thirty years gone from 12 percent to 36 percent, something 
like that, while white youth unemployment is constantly about 15 percent? So this is 
the attempt to bring in structure. This is actually maybe a good segue from our last 
conversation, because I’m saying that too much of this is being ignored or not being 
noticed as a deeply structural issue about youth unemployment, that the 
transformation of the U.S. economy from factory system to tertiary sector, post-
industrial service sector is influencing the situation of black youth, black males in 
particular, in ways that are really going to be profound, that this huge unemployment 
that we’re seeing is going to really affect the black community. 

Well, that was written fifteen years ago, now seventeen years ago, and it came to pass 
that the unemployment figures remained relatively high, and that we then get this 
“War on Drugs,” and the rest is history. So you know, one in four black men are 
either in prison or incarcerated or in trouble with the criminal justice system in 
certain jurisdictions. So that’s the reason, I guess I’m seeing the shift from the moral 
advantage of blacks to the pariah status. 

Now, to bring this up to date I’m finishing this book with six colleagues right now 
that’s called Whitewashing Race, and it’s due out in about three months. [Michael K. 
Brown, Martin Carnoy, Elliott Currie, Troy Duster, David B. Oppenheimer, Marjorie 
M. Shultz, David Wellman, Whitewashing Race. University of California Press, 
2003] And it’s in some ways a much more textured—for the six of us—account of 
what’s happened in the last eighteen years since I wrote this. It’s a much more 
scholarly, detailed—I mean it’s a full book, this was an article of about twenty pages 
at most. This is a book of over 300 pages, written with other colleagues, and the 
theme is very much the same, though. The theme is, there are some deep structural 
changes going on in America which are going to affect black urban youth much like 
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what I call later on the canary in the coal mine, and it’s picked up, by the way, by 
Lani Guinier’s new book, Torres and Guinier, new book called Canary in the Coal 
Mine. [Lani Guinier and Gerald Torres, The Miner’s Canary. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2002.] And in 19—I think it’s ‘87 or ‘88, I write an article 
called something like “African American Youth,” you know, the canary in the coal 
mine, and saying that this is going to happen to everybody. Youth unemployment’s 
going to hit in Spain and Germany as the decline of the secondary sector happens 
throughout the Western nations, the tertiary sector’s going to take over and those are 
going to be the ones affected, it’s going to be the people of color and urban 
immigrants, they’re going to be in this role. So that’s the long answer to your short 
question, why I thought this was an important thing to say. 

Wilmot: I mean it’s also, it’s also around the same time as there is this discourse in the media 
about black youth and black male youth in particular that kind of—and you saw that 
really emerged after the Central Park jogger case. People were talking about youth 
and wilding, and what have you, which I think is all very much connected to—. 

Duster: And the big issue here is going to be the drug war. Later on I do write about the drug 
war in this essay for [Craig] Reinarman and [Harry] Levine where I clarify some of 
these issues. The drug war becomes the basis upon which you get this massive 
explosion in the incarceration of black people. I didn’t see that coming, I mean, I 
didn’t see—although in the second piece I wrote for the Reinarman and Levine essay, 
I do quote Sidney Willhelm. Now, Sidney Willhelm wrote a book back in the sixties 
called Who Needs the Negro? And it was controversial at the time, but it’s a 
wonderfully prescient book. I mean, if this sounds like I saw something, he saw 
something twenty years earlier. He said, as we decline in the secondary sector, as we 
find less and less need for this kind of labor, the first to get the brunt of American 
society are going to be blacks and black youth. He said it in the sixties, and he was 
said to be this alarmist. Well, you know, he is a prophet. He said it in the sixties. It 
was an important book that’s called Who Needs the Negro? 

Cándida Smith: Well, we will be discussing in more detail the work you’ve been doing in genetics for 
the last twenty-plus years, but I think we should leave that for a completely separate 
chapter, and it may be that we want to go back to aspects of institutional history, 
rather than disciplinary history. There was one last question that I have, sort of a 
follow up on things that you mentioned before during the phenomenology discussion, 
and what you termed “slotting” could be understood as a sign of a maturation of a 
field. So for example, in molecular biology or in mathematics I’ve had people tell me 
that they can’t understand the work of most of their colleagues, because they are 
really so sharply focused on a particular issue. And of course in biology actually the 
departments typically around the country have been subdivided due to this. What’s 
wrong with that for a field like sociology? 

Duster: Well, it’s got strength and weaknesses. I mean, if you have a field which has that 
much specialization, you can actually explore in greater depth some problems. Let’s 
take social movements as a field of inquiry. People who specialize in social 
movements actually can, actually spend a whole career contrasting movements all the 
way from reformist or revolutionary to religious movements, and see what they have 
in common, and spend no other time on any other topic. However, and here’s the 
problem, that’s both a strength, and it becomes a weakness if the social movement’s 
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literature does not take into account the fact that powerful economic, political forces 
are at play, which helps shape how movements are going to develop. So a concern for 
massive economic transformation may be over there in the field of economics, or 
economic sociology, which—there are limitations upon social movements and the 
movement theory may never really get into the role of economic transformation. So 
it’s the rubber band problem; you can’t write about everything, you can’t write about 
everything, you’ve got to write about some topic. 

Once you choose a topic you’ve artificially constructed some narrow band of inquiry. 
Now the question is, how do you make sense of it? How do you find a way to place 
in the larger context this narrow band of inquiry? And I think that that’s universal and 
inevitable, I mean, I think whether you’re talking about molecular biologists, trying 
to understand proteomics and cell life and embryology, or whether you’re talking 
about the sociologists interested in institutions, at some point you’ve got to try to talk 
about how these things relate, if that’s your topic, what’s the context of it, and what 
are the constraints. My favorite example these days are two books, one is Keith 
Wailoo’s, it’s a book called Dying in the City of the Blues, and what he does is to 
take something called sickle-cell [anemia], and he just expands into the city of 
Memphis and into molecular biology and into the twentieth century and so on. It’s a 
wonderfully rich book. And my other favorite example I think I mentioned to you 
before is Louis Menand’s Metaphysical Club, where he takes the nineteenth century 
and turns it into a page turner, so you’re getting a new understanding about 
metaphysics and pragmatism, and Dewey, and James, and Pierce, but it’s all about 
context, and the context gets wider and wider. So rather than being a story about 
pragmatism, it’s a story about the Civil War, a story about the Civil War and all these 
philosophers, and Europeans, and by the time you finish the book you’ve got this 
broad and wonderful understanding of what’s behind pragmatism. 

So for me it’s the same—same question, I think the disciplines permit you the 
anchor. You can actually go and look at a topic called “social movements.” But it’s 
intellectually stultifying if that’s the narrow corridor. You stay there, you don’t talk 
about economic context and politics and revolutions and where this all locates you. 

On the other hand, who’s got the time? [laughs] Who’s got the time to do what Louis 
Menand did, spend all these years putting together this magnificent story. So that’s 
why I guess we have to read books as well as write them. 

Wilmot: Basically, I’m thinking we’re close to closing for today. There’s this question that 
I’ve been trying to formulate which I’m not sure, I feel like you’ve already answered 
it to some extent, but it’s this question of when you situated ethno-methodology in 
the center of the institute and studying— 

Duster: Oh, ethnography. 

Wilmot: Sorry, ethnography in the Institute, then I’m wondering like is there—how do you 
link the study of social movements and this methodology. Why is it important when 
you’re looking at social change in terms of women’s changing role in society, in 
terms of labor, in terms of race, why is this the important methodology to employ 
here. 
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Duster: It is one of the important methodologies. And that’s one of the things which we kept 
insisting on to the students who wanted to only use ethnography. We kept saying to 
all the grad students, it is the method that is going to permit you a certain kind of 
insight, and how people in the experience think about and understand the world. But 
you need to do more. So look at, let’s say, social movements of feminism. If you 
“only” are going to do ethnography of two or three women’s groups and how they 
came to understand the world and how they became interested in breast cancer, 
you’re going to have to think about what the context was for that ethnography. So 
what was going on in public health, epidemiology, around breast cancer research, 
which made this a big issue? Why didn’t they go to ovarian cancer, or to heart 
disease? I mean, what was it about? So in other words, ethnography became a 
method, a point of access or entry, but it would never for us be sufficient for a student 
to spend all his or her time at the level of what people in the experience were talking 
about. They had to frame it, they had to bring themselves out of the local, regional, 
you know, what we call, the street corner, the street corner ethnography, into large 
institutional understanding and structures. 

So while ethnography would be a central method, we never said to a student that they 
had to use this as their method. It was simply what—it was a core, if you remember 
my conversation last week, it was the core of the field training program. That meant 
that those who were in the Institute, who had these research fellowships, had to have 
that as part of their research training, but it was never the method, it was the method 
of those in the field research training. And there were other projects. I mean, Arlie’s 
project didn’t require ethnography, it was one of the components of it, but she, for 
example, did institutional analysis. She went to corporations and looked at how 
managers dealt with these issues in terms of policy. So she wasn’t really doing 
ethnography, she was doing institutional analysis, and so were her students. 

And so again, it was ethnography, or field research even better, because of the 
interesting terrain issue here, which you may know about. Ethnography in 
anthropology is seen as their method, and they regard sociologists who do this work 
as interlopers and pretenders. Now here’s the reason—ethnography begins in 
anthropology with [Bronislaw] Malinowski three years stranded on an island taking 
meticulous notes. So for them, you don’t do ethnography with a few months in a 
factory, that’s not ethnography. So I’m always careful to say ethnography/field 
research/community studies, that these are all for me different ways of talking about 
being in the experience with what we call the natural method. The natural method 
was to ask people where they live, where they act, how they see the world, whether 
you do it for two weeks or two years matters, I’m not saying [laughs] it’s trivial. But 
what will be shared is the notion that you’re not simply coming in with what we call 
the top-down view. You know, you go to City Hall, you get the official version of 
what’s going on, it’s my critique of journalists. If you’re only going to ask the State 
Department what’s happening, you’re going to get the State Department’s views. So 
you have to go to the field, where the State Department is doing its work, to 
understand what the State Department is really doing. That’s the difference. Not to 
suggest that the field will tell you all that’s important, but the field will give you one 
angle. It’s bigger than the State Department too. 

Wilmot: How did you—how does the ethnographer then account for themselves in the natural 
setting? 
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Duster: There are different forms of this. Some people are remarkably self-reflective, they 
begin with “I”, “me,” “my family,” “how I got to this point.” They spend a whole 
half of their time with self-situated accounts. And others just begin with the notion 
that what they see is the truth, and they don’t tell you any self-reflexivity, they’re not 
telling you why they went to do that study at all. So there is an ethnography—this is 
why I said there’s no one field. Some people—well, for example Malinowski, I don’t 
think he ever tells you that he’s there because of World War I, he’s stranded. He 
can’t get off that island. And yet, anthropologists will tell you, “The only way to do 
ethnography is to spend two and a half years among the people of the Trobriand 
Islands, blah-blah-blah.” And wait a minute, I’ll tell you why he was over there! He 
couldn’t—[laughs] he had to find something to do while he was on the Trobriand 
Islands! Okay. So reflexivity and self-consciousness is not a necessary feature of 
ethnography. Some people do it, some people don’t. 

Wilmot: Okay. 

Cándida Smith: Anyway, we ought to wrap up, end here for today. 

Duster: It’s a good spot to end on, controversial. [laughs] You can ask me to follow up on 
that later. 

Wilmot: Yes, I’m not sure where we’re going to go with our next sessions, if we’re really 
thinking about going into institutional history again, or if we’re going to go and talk 
about your work with biology, biotechnology, so— 

Cándida Smith: Well, I thought we might go back to 1969 and revisit the Third World Strike, and 
then really return to the way this campus as a campus addressed the issue of equal 
opportunity, affirmative action, diversity, the various phrases that have been used in 
various times. 

Duster: That would be good, that would be good because it would provide the continuity of 
what role I was actually playing and not playing in that period all the way up through 
the diversity project which was—we talked about very quickly. 

Cándida Smith: But of which we want to go into more detail. 

Duster: Yes, right. 

Cándida Smith: And also the development of the American Cultures requirement as a whole—I think 
there’s a whole embedded institutional history, campus history, of which your 
perspective is important, and you may or may not have been a key player at different 
points. 

Duster: Right, I certainly had— 

[End Audio File 12]
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Interview 9: April 30, 2003 
 
[Begin Audio File 13] 
 
Wilmot: Okay, it’s April 30, this is interview number nine with Troy Duster. I had a question I 

wanted to back up to which concerns methodology, and I think this will just be a 
thread throughout, but just while we’re still close to that subject. I had the 
opportunity to read this book, this wonderful really interesting book, Racing 
Research and Researching Race, [Ed. France Winddance Twine and Jonathan W. 
Warren, New York: New York University Press, 2000] which you wrote the forward 
for. It was interesting to me partially because of the work that I’m doing now as a 
result of this project. And it also made me wonder again about you as a researcher 
and in the field and it made me wonder about how you’ve noticed people’s 
perceptions of you while you’re doing field work and how they make sense of your 
person and how that impacts the work that you do. So I wanted to ask you if you 
could tell me about how this has manifested itself in your field work. I know there is 
a range of different places you could go, but I’ll leave that to you.  

 
Duster: Well, it matters very much what the subject matter of the research is, so for example 

if I’m dealing with a problem which is clearly racially related—let’s take sickle-cell 
anemia versus cystic fibrosis. In the United States, sickle-cell has become a racialized 
disease, so we have a situation where I’ve got a research team and the team is 
composed of graduate students, faculty, who are of different ethnic and racial 
backgrounds—and I’ll contrast that in a moment with another kind of research—but 
let me just take this issue of sickle-cell anemia, which is mainly, in the U.S., about 
black people and cystic fibrosis which is mainly about whites. So I was involved as a 
principal investigator in a research project looking at how people deal with genetic 
disease. How they deal with it? Well, in one way you could say that’s a medical 
issue, mechanistic: do you comply with the protocol for how you deal with medicine? 
When do you go to the hospital, how do you go, and so on? Of course the other part 
of it is that the resources available for the two different diseases have to do with 
hospitals which are around a community and those hospitals are located usually in 
racially segregated communities. So, for example, the sickle-cell clinic is going to 
usually be in a situation where there are a lot of black people in the community or in 
the area or in the hospital, and so how you deal with the disease is very much a 
feature of services, resources, family members, community, and school. You don’t 
just deal with the disease, but you’re dealing with the disease in a social context. If 
that context is heavily itself racialized, then when you go out to do research on the 
topic about how people deal with the disease, you can’t be just ignoring race. Indeed, 
if you put in that scene, a grad student who comes from an upper-middle-class white 
background, and let’s say she for the first time is dealing with people that she has not 
much experience with, it’s not just a matter of becoming familiar, it’s also this issue 
of disclosure where people don’t want to tell you when they talk to you or choose to 
not talk to you. Do they think you’re someone who is going to report back to the 
authorities about your behavior? Or do they trust you to be holding in confidence 
certain kinds of things about how you deal with medicine and protocol?  

One of the recurring issues for example in sickle-cell medication is drug use. And if 
you talk to people who are sickle-cell patients—here’s a typical, a typical response—
they’ll say well, you know, these crises are painful and we’d love to have painkillers, 
medication. A medical profession, mainly white, often sees these requests for 
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painkillers through the lens of “people who want drugs” as opposed to simply 
painkillers for their crises in sickle-cell. So the person, quote, “in the experience” of 
being a sickle-cell patient is very mindful that when he or she talks about their desire 
for a medication, they’re not in a neutral zone, they’re in a zone in which people have 
strong views about “black people and their desire for drugs.” So, here’s an example 
where the trust that the person has in an interview for the interviewer is vital.  

In my own work, I began seeing it was very important to have some notion of 
implicit trust, someone who quote “already understood racism.” So a black person, a 
black graduate student or myself interviewing one-on-one, would make a big 
difference. Now, how do we know? Because we would often go back and interview 
the same person with different interviewers, and we got this whole different feel for 
it, and this should come—bringing us around to the issue that I dealt with in that 
prologue on Racing Research, using race and research. What was clear was that 
there’s something called the collective as well, like when a lot of blacks get together, 
the whole mode, mood, the zeitgeist, whatever it is that goes on in a time period, 
shifts dramatically. And I began to notice that when African Americans in a group 
interview start talking about the government and distrust and the medical profession 
and the interest of researchers in seeing black people as not patients but as research 
subjects. This comes up one-on-one in an interview with two people, but it sort of 
goes away, you hear it mentioned, then it goes away. In a group interview with all 
blacks who are African American patients with sickle-cell, this can become the 
message, why there’s distrust of the medical profession. If you have a white 
interviewer, in that situation, it’s going to very much alter the dynamics and the 
content of what you learn. So, that’s one example.  

The other example that you may want to get to later is the Diversity Project, where 
we were explicitly using race as a variable in both the method, as in who was doing 
the interviewing, and the subjects, interviewees. That is, we explicitly had all African 
Americans in a group interviewed by an African American, or we’d have all Asian 
Americans interviewed by an Asian American, at stage one. Then we’d go to stage 
two to test the hypothesis, which is what or how much of a role is race playing? So 
we’d ask pretty much the same kinds of questions in stage two, we asked in stage 
one. Now we had a group of people who were Asian, white, Latino, some were 
Native American, and we would play around with them, vary some of the 
interviewers to see what role race was playing, and from the responses—the answer 
is in the reports, I don’t want to get into it here—but that just tells you that it’s been 
clear for certain kinds of research for me, when race is a key, explicit issue in the 
research—our diversity project—you really should manipulate it as a variable in 
methodology. When it’s implicit, like sickle-cell, where it’s not the issue, it’s 
medicalization, it’s protocol, it’s what they call in clinical medicine, compliance with 
the medical profession’s decision-making about how you should proceed. That 
doesn’t appear to be racial on the surface, but again, when you have a disease which 
is—as with sickle-cell and cystic fibrosis—mainly in one racial group or another, 
then it becomes an issue in method.  

Wilmot: I wanted to ask you to just comment on a couple of other instances. One is your time 
at the Corona facility. I wanted to ask you how you notice people making sense of 
you there. To some extent you’ve talked about that already. 
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Duster: You mean along the racial dimension? Because there’s also a huge issue there with 
social class. It wasn’t just that I was an African American researcher, I was professor 
at the university, and those in the facility who were prisoners, saw me as someone 
who might be a ticket out. And they were right about that because I actually was able 
to get a few of them potential jobs, and the potential job is the best way out of a 
prison like that. If you’ve got some employer saying that, “At the end of your parole 
period, there’s possible employment,” and a letter saying that they will employ you, 
that convinces a parole board like nothing else. All your good work in prison may fall 
upon deaf ears if people think that when you leave the prison, you’re just going to be 
thrust back into the old environment. But if there’s an employer waiting for you and a 
new environment, let’s say, two hours away from where you were, then that’s 
convincing. So race played a role, of course, in that I probably was able to convince 
some people that my assessment of them was accurate, that I could convince, let’s 
say, an employer that I wasn’t simply being the do-gooder, I was actually making an 
assessment of somebody’s potential, having worked with me as a researcher. I had 
people in the prison who worked with me on the project doing interviews, so I could 
actually with some confidence talk about their skills. So race is playing a role there as 
well because—well, a lot of complicated sort of factors but, yeah. 

Wilmot: I don’t mean to—though I start off with—because I’m talking about this book Racing 
Research, to me, race is the starting point, but of course there are other dimensions 
that people read you, or read one, constantly. So, I’m then wondering—your work 
with Aaron Cicourel in Spain, was that field work, or was that more like pulling 
together, doing a survey of different institutions in an area— 

Duster: Well, that was actually a rather specific focus—short project of only about a few 
weeks duration, so it wasn’t a long-term project. The Diversity Project lasted over a 
year. My other work on sickle-cell and cystic fibrosis lasted more than three years at 
a time, and so—the situation in Spain was like policy specific recommendations—
what should happen and how fast you deliver these new kind of resources like 
telephones, or roads, into a community which had been absent for fifty years, even 
longer, but of course that issue had been ignored—other parts of Spain had 
development, but this northeastern sector, Galicia, had been ignored by everybody, 
including of course Franco. So when Aaron and I worked there we had to do a kind 
of a quick survey, and it was based as much upon our previous understandings of 
other situations like that, so we were applying our understandings for methods, and 
investigations, and anthropology, and ethnography. And saying what it would be like 
to bring to this group of people, this kind of technology—how would it transform 
their lives to suddenly have roads in here, suddenly have telephone lines, and a bus 
service? So there we were relying partly upon, again, previous work. 

Wilmot: Where you do a lot of interviews just to establish a baseline like what their lives were 
like currently? 

Duster: Yes. And again I was mainly the ally. I was mainly the ally of Aaron, who of course 
had the linguistic capacity. I was simply assisting him in understanding, and 
interpreting what we were hearing. 



191 

 

Wilmot: I was interested in that because I think it’s so interesting how the perception of race 
changes, or sometimes doesn’t change when you go outside of this country, so that’s 
part of what I was asking about.  

All right, let’s turn now to UC Berkeley. I would like it if you could talk a little bit 
about the environment that the strike was in response to, that existed at UC Berkeley. 

Duster: Sure, it was UC Berkeley, but it was also national. So that one really can’t understand 
what happened at UC Berkeley without placing this into the national scene. Now this 
was the middle and late sixties, and America had just undergone—had gone through 
an explosion, an explosion of literally, Watts and King’s assassination and the streets 
on fire in Newark, and Detroit—so that explosion was the context in which UC 
Berkeley students and even before them, in which the students at the state university 
in San Francisco—SF State—were responding. As a matter of fact, that is so vital to 
the story, that the students were not just asserting that they wanted to have black 
studies. The students were in direct response to a national social movement that had 
been happening in the previous three, five, and ten years. Ten years earlier, the 
movement had been around integration, the Montgomery bus boycott, the sit-ins in 
the South for voter rights. In the previous three years there had been a turn, and the 
turn had been more towards what could be called a nationalist sensibility, a turn to 
Black Power movement insurgency, so many of the students—whether it was at 
Berkeley or SF State, whether it was at Princeton or Harvard—found themselves in 
this suddenly seismic world in which the ordinary routine of going to class, not only 
did it get disrupted by a strike, but the content of the strike was now antithetical to 
what they been told in their early period, three or fours earlier, about why they were 
going to college.  

So there was this, you know, huge change and the vanguard students, the ones who 
were leaders who advocated Black Power, black studies, the ones who really wanted 
to do this, they often found themselves with a very limited audience on campus. 
Many students on campus, the black students on campus, would say, “I don’t know 
about this.” First of all there weren’t that many. You didn’t have, you’re not talking 
about thousands of students, you’re talking about a few hundred of students at 
most—and at most maybe a few dozens were the most progressive, arguing militantly 
about the need for this change. And most students, as everybody knows, simply 
wanted to go to class—get a grade and go home, get a degree and get out of here. 
They were not politically mobilizable, except in the context which was the larger 
setting of the nation, the region, the city, if there was a movement already happening, 
and some of the students felt they better at least be responsive to this movement. 
Being responsive could mean either putting your head in the sand and trying to 
ignore it—but you didn’t have the option of simply cutting yourself off—that is, 
doing nothing was seen as political. Doing something was political. Doing whatever 
you did was political. The black students, in particular, found themselves, in this 
period, confronting political choices. 

Wilmot: Were they largely from middle-class backgrounds, or—? 

Duster: I would say—I don’t remember the data—I think maybe one could say, probably, 
[sigh] let me give that some thought. 
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Wilmot: Okay.  

Duster: In the middle and late sixties, the number and proportion of black students on major 
college campuses like Berkeley—very, very small—we’re talking about, at most, two 
percent of the student body, maybe three percent of the student body, and of those, 
maybe half were coming from families in which neither parent had gone to college. 
You contrast that with the white students, where it was typical for a white student to 
be the second or third generation in a family going to college, so even—and here is 
the interesting intellectual issue, intellectual history in the United States, as sort of an 
issue here—even when students quote are “middle class”—their families have 
reached a certain level of income, and affluence, it was often the case that their 
parents had not gone to college, or had gone to college, but they hadn’t graduated, or 
they were the first generation to graduate while their corresponding middle-class 
white students are often the second, third generation in college.  

So class wasn’t the only variable—class was an interesting and useful variable—but 
it was also the trajectory of the backgrounds, inverting the notion of trajectories—
look back through history, what’s going on here with family life, traditions of college 
attendance, who’s there to give you either advice about what to do under certain 
situations, or are you the one that people look to for advice? So let me go back to 
your question, which is about class differences? 

Wilmot: Well, that was just a modifier. It’s interesting to me in your response about class, the 
other thing that strikes me is that class—middle-class means different things to 
different people. There’s a time when all these jobs that would be considered 
decidedly working-class now, or for other communities, were very middle class. So 
that’s what I asked. 

Duster: Sure, it was also a feature of this period. So, okay, we were talking about the context 
in which the student movement, the Third World Strike, would erupt. Now, King’s 
assassination was clearly the immediate context, but there was this stuff around Watts 
and both the Black Power movement, the reinsurgence of a nationalist sensibility. 
And the other context with this was the kind of latent violence. There had been a 
situation on a few campuses in which there was guns, gun toting. At UCLA there had 
been actually a killing—one victim was Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter, part of the 
Black Panthers—so there was a fight between the Panthers and the rival group down 
at UCLA, and that also was the context. Because now it was high stakes politics, it 
wasn’t just people debating about W. E. B. Du Bois versus Booker T. Washington, 
this was the historical debate during the turn of the century. Now, we were talking 
about people taking a stand and that stand could get you into trouble with the 
Panthers—or not, and we had evidence already that people were carrying guns—I 
mean the Panthers talked about carrying guns—the Panthers indeed had as part of 
their liberation ideology that blacks should be armed. They did actually follow 
around the police in Oakland with guns and they would say, “We are going read 
these people their rights.” Well, this infuriated the police, and of course later on they 
went to Sacramento, the Panthers, with guns drawn and shot up the place, at least that 
was the imagery, that they fired a few shots. So the notion that this was a quiet 
college campus where you could simply discuss ideas in a peaceful exchange, was 
now problematic. There had been a death or two on a college campus—this was 
before Kent State—but this is now, we’re talking about blacks fighting blacks. And 
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of course there had been a history of where, when Malcolm had been assassinated 
back in 1965—there were some rumors about who did it—was it internal to the Black 
Muslims, or was it the CIA, was it a rival black group—dangerous stuff.  

So these were not simply debates which were decontextualized from historical social 
situations, they were embedded in the idea that there were real consequential high 
stakes, which is why I said black students in particular couldn’t just walk away from 
it. Walking away was saying something. And they were often accused by the 
leadership of being—I think the famous phrase of the period was “you’re either part 
of the problem, or you’re part of the solution.” So if blacks, in particular, a very small 
number of black students, tried to circumnavigate the whole situation—ignoring a 
boycott, going to class around a picket line—they were not just the neutral actors 
who were apolitical, they were “the problem.” So this caused a lot of soul searching 
and turmoil and of course anger and resistance, and that’s all part of the context of 
the Third World [Liberation Front] Strike.  

It would happen for every group. So as blacks became the vanguard of militancy—in 
this period—the Brown Berets became a force, this was a group of Latinos—
somewhat taking a page out of a book from the East Coast—some of the Brown 
Berets were from Puerto Rican backgrounds in the East Coast—but Brown Berets in 
California became the Chicano vanguard. And a very similar thing happened among 
Chicanos. There were those who also took the view that “you were either part of the 
solution, or part of the problem,” so the most militant and vanguard of the Brown 
Berets were like the Black Panthers or the black militants saying, “Hey, we need 
change here, we need Chicano studies, we need Chicano faculty, we need greater 
presence in the curriculum,” and so on, “and if you’re not on our side, you’re the 
enemy.” So the Chicano students or Latino students who ignored the boycott were in 
some ways subject to a greater level of abuse and denigration and castigation than 
those whites who could literally afford simply to continue their work as usual—to go 
to a fraternity party and ignore all that stuff that was going on. But if you were Latino 
or Black in this period you were political, you were political, you were politicized.  

Then it rolled over into the Asian group. There was an Asian group that took on the 
militancy style of the blacks and then did a very similar thing as the Brown Berets 
did. They took the view, you know, “either you’re with us or you’re against us.” This 
is a period before the later unfolding impact of the immigration law of ‘65—so unlike 
today when you got a population at Berkeley of about 40 percent Asian students—
they were only, you know, six, eight percent, so it was a very different scene, a much, 
much smaller number of students, and like the blacks they were being asked to 
choose up, to choose sides. The majority of the Asian students were mainly over in 
engineering and computer science at the undergraduate level. There were very few in 
political science, or economics, or sociology, or literature, or philosophy, or liberal 
arts—so those who were very much in a situation like that of Latinos and blacks, 
those who were in the orbit of social science humanistic activities on the campus, you 
know, that was sort of the center of this stuff—they felt very much drawn into. So, 
back to context— 

Wilmot: And also just one question. And the Native Americans, was there any sizeable Native 
American presence on the campus or has there ever been, or—? 
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Duster: No. It was however quite a visible issue. Those Native Americans who were on 
campus—especially those who would take positions of leadership, became very 
visible regionally and nationally. So the media was here, and that’s perhaps the final 
thing I’ll say about context. A Native American who would get up at a rally and 
speak with some clarity and force about the situation—history of Native Americans 
or the Alcatraz takeover—was suddenly on national television. So that context also 
was shaping the nature and character of political activity on campus. You knew this 
was not just local, you knew that getting up at a rally, you might be on NBC news in 
the evening, and it might be all over the region if not the country. So there were high 
stakes at every point for people, high stakes in terms of the literal life/death issue—
militancy producing a few deaths on campus—and high stakes in terms of high 
visibility, in terms of that media, that the camera might be on you, yeah.  

Wilmot: Okay, and what was the curriculum, in terms of classes, and the possibilities of what 
people could push for in terms of the type of classes they could create—faculty, 
representation of students of color? What were people so angry about on campus? 
What was it like on campus at that time that people were so angry? 

Duster: Well, the curriculum had not changed at all. So if you take a course in American 
literature or English literature—at one extreme you still had the great figures—and 
you did not see much in the way of the literature of American writers who were not, 
you know, white—but when you did, ah, there was a certain version, a certain 
version of American writers. I don’t think Hemingway or Steinbeck enter the canon 
until much later then, because of the way the curriculum develops. We could move 
into philosophy or any of those other fields—economics—there was just no presence 
of people of color.  

So the militant black students would say, “Well, this is obviously not presenting the 
nature and character of our history, it doesn’t show the full range of literature, or 
even of philosophy.” And so on. There’s been all kind of things that have happened. 
Political science was not teaching about government transformation where the cities 
had become increasingly, politically much more dominated by blacks, that wasn’t 
part of the curriculum, and so on, and so on. So, you know, there was a good 
argument to be made here about how the curriculum was ignoring what was 
happening in the society.  

The faculty typically took the view that that was a good thing. That the curriculum 
really should not be “politicized.” The faculty view was, these insurgent militant 
students wanted to insert politics into the curriculum while the faculty were simply 
the neutral purveyors of the established wisdom. So the faculty could typically take 
the quote, “high moral ground,” that there are these books, there are these articles, 
“We teach, we teach the canon.” And so they were not just insulted by the students 
saying that, “We know more than you, you should be giving us a different kind of 
education.” They went further in terms of putting down the students, that “this was 
mere politics.” So the ingredients for a titanic clash were there. The faculty had it this 
way, life as usual, “You should come into the classroom, you should be happy to be 
here, we let you in, sit down. Shut up. Enjoy the show.” And the militant students 
saying, “No,” categorically in the other direction, “we want a revisitation of the 
whole idea of what constitutes a legitimate curriculum.” 
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So black studies was not just about getting a few more black people into the 
curriculum; ultimately it got politicized. What kind of black studies? A black studies 
in behalf of simply adding a few more black names, or did you want a certain kind of 
black thinker who was going to question the established order? Here’s where you see 
what I call the titanic clash of interests. There was no mediating that. And thus the 
call for autonomy, the call for a Third World College which would be, quote, 
“independent” of this canonized domination that was so powerfully hegemonic and 
controlling, unable to see that maybe there could be change.  

So the context is what I’ve described. The context for the faculty and the academy 
was that, “We’re neutral, we’re not political. You’re political.” Thus the response 
was, on the part of those who wanted change, we can’t deal with this situation, we 
cannot deal with it. We have to assert autonomy, the creation of an autonomous 
Black Studies Department run by black people.  

Well, there was a massive contradiction here because no matter what, it what was 
still the University of California, or Princeton, or you name it. And there were not 
two Princetons—there was not a black Princeton or a white Princeton, there was not a 
black UC Berkeley and a white UC Berkeley. What did it mean therefore to talk 
about autonomy? What did it mean to say, “We’re going to be autonomous”? We’re 
going to report to the same academic senate structure, or report to the same 
chancellor. Third World College, okay, what did that mean? It meant that the 
students wanted a college outside of the traditional structures that had their own 
faculty, their own provost, their own dean. But, they reported to the same chancellor, 
the same Board of Regents, and the state of California.  

[interview interruption; phone ringing]  

So I think I may have indicated this in an earlier conversation, but probably useful 
now to go back to the question about mediation and the role of interpreter in this 
situation, where I was the only black faculty member in social science. David 
Blackwell was the senior professor here, who was black. He was a statistician. A guy 
in the law school, I think his name was, I think he was [Ernest] Wilkins. I think he 
was related to Roy Wilkins, but he wasn’t very active in this period. Andy Billingsley 
was in social welfare, but Andy left. Andy became part of the administration, he left 
soon thereafter for Howard University. So there were very, very few blacks around 
anywhere on the faculty. And I had been relatively visible. In part because, you 
know, sociologist, I had written a few things on the topic, and my work did 
occasionally veer off in this direction. So, it came down to it.  

I guess there is a story here which is useful to record. It just occurred to me—did I 
mention the fact when I first came to Berkeley I was invited to do a portion of a study 
of Berkeley’s school system? Okay, I was called in by the chancellor—at the time 
Roger Heyns. I had just arrived on campus. I was in an institute for higher education 
studies, and so it not was inconceivable that I’d be asked to look at the school system, 
although my expertise, and my research at the time, was on higher education—it was 
on universities, it was not on grade schools. But I was asked to come and talk to the 
chancellor about this new opportunity that they were going to support, and I would be 
very much—rewarded? I don’t know if that’s the right word, but certainly supported 
strongly if I chose to pursue this research. So I listened carefully about what this was 
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all about, and it turned out—I learned later through my contacts in the 
administration—that they had a problem. That they were supporting the research of a 
controversial professor of educational psychology, that they had already given him a 
green light to go ahead and do this research on Berkeley’s school-age children, that 
is, the grade-school children, that gave him access to educational attained 
achievement data, and he was going to do some psychometric tests or other 
psychological tests; he was going to look at them in terms of his measures. And I was 
being asked to do the sociological research, to look at how environmental forces that 
might shape outcomes. But, again, this was not my expertise. I mean, I didn’t do that 
kind of research when I was an undergraduate or graduate or post-graduate or PhD—
it wasn’t my area!  

[phone rings; interview interruption] 

I thought there must be something else going here. And there was. Because the 
person who was going to do this research was Arthur Jensen. And Jensen would later 
on publish that research. He would claim in a famous article in the Harvard 
Educational Review in 1969 that there was something to a genetics of intelligence, 
and race, in particular, was playing a role—race, genes, and intelligence. So I was 
going to be apparently the political counterfoil, the counter-billing research to 
provide the contextual framing. That is what I surmised later.  

I chose not to do this. It was not my area, and I didn’t see why I should divert my 
career around this topic. I was looking at higher education control. I had been 
working in Sweden on universities, I had done some comparative work on U.S. 
control. But I didn’t want to suddenly change gears because of some—I mean, I 
didn’t even understand what was going on. So, I never did that. That’s just the 
parenthetical.  

But the major point that I was going to make was that because I’m African American, 
a sociologist interested in this terrain of movements and social change, and social 
justice, and race, it was almost inevitable that I would be drawn into a role as an 
advocate or advisor, or a mediator. And this is where I carefully carved out a position 
which was articulated later on in that article on the Third World Strike. I wanted to 
remain sympathetic to the students and their aspirations for transformed curriculum, 
and yet not play a role as the militant black leader who’s going to lead them out of 
darkness into the light. As I said in my self-report, I myself had spent all my years in 
training for a very different kind of role, and that while I could see how that role that 
they asked me to play was an important one, it wasn’t one which I was equipped or 
prepared to play. And that I could probably make a better contribution by being an 
interpreter, a mediator, uh, not, not neutral—I never said I was neutral—I was in 
favor of the request for transformation of the curriculum, the transformation of the 
society about which this curriculum was going to be based. Thus I wasn’t simply 
saying I was the neutral translator. So it’s a delicate role, and one which was not 
viable, you know, ultimately, each side’s going to question just what your position 
is—you either are in favor of Black Power or you’re not, you know? 

Wilmot: That plus the phrase that comes to mind is “shoot the messenger.” So I think that was 
why when you were describing this to me before, I thought, “This sounds dangerous 
to me.” 
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Duster: I wasn’t just the messenger, though, I was an interpreter. And I’ll give you the 
example—I think I may I have done it before, but I’ll do it very quickly. If one side 
would say autonomy, “We want autonomy, autonomy, autonomy,” and the other side 
would say, “You can’t have autonomy, you’re part of the University of California,” 
there is oil and water, there is no possibility for there to be anything other than a huge 
fight and one side wins, and the other side loses. So in this situation I simply chose to 
interpret one side to the other. They said, “Well, the Academic Senate says to the 
administration that they are the ones who are the major forces at play in decision-
making, even though on paper it says that the chancellor and the Regents ultimately 
appoint the faculty.” It turns out that about nine times in ten, the senate 
recommendation for who gets the appointment, who gets promoted, is honored by the 
chancellor and then the Regents simply say, “Well, the chancellor says, okay, good.” 
So even on paper there’s no autonomy for the senate. There is a gentlemen’s 
agreement, so to speak, that the chancellor and the Regents will honor the decision-
making by this process. So suppose we had a similar kind of situation with black 
studies? Where the administration would most definitely come to honor a collective 
decision-making process whereby a college or a set of faculty and deans had a 
recommendation for the appointment, and who knows, eight times in ten, nine times 
in ten was mainly ratified? And people mean that by autonomy, they don’t mean 100 
percent or zero percent, they mean something quite different. So, both sides would 
listen to that, and I came off as being reasonable on this kind of topic, and so I got to 
play more and more this role of interpreter.  

So I would often be in these meetings with the chancellor, or some contentious 
group, and obviously both sides therefore wanted to persuade me that their view was 
the correct one and I was trying to persuade them that there was no one view, but that 
there was a way of achieving something. Not a working consensus, but a working 
relationship, and that’s the way things unfolded for at least a year or so, anyway. 

Wilmot: I appreciate that because one of the questions that I’d been trying to answer for 
myself is when people say administration or, for example when the students said, 
“We have these demands, make them happen,” what was, who was behind the green 
curtain or whatever—okay, that’s from the Wizard of Oz, but what you know what 
I’m trying to say, basically what is actually the makeup of the administration or the 
University—where do these decisions go, who’s really—? 

Duster: Well, of course, here’s where things—you had to know the infrastructure of the 
University to be able to answer that question. The students didn’t know it, so they 
had to rely upon someone like me who they thought was a somewhat sympathetic 
interpreter. I wasn’t going to give them, you know, jive. I would tell them what was 
going on. And of course I could point them to the rulebooks and tell them why I was 
right in my interpretation. So, here’s an example, the administration would say, “No, 
that’s not our department, we don’t do curriculum innovation. The faculty is 
delegated by the Regents with the authority to generate and ratify the curriculum. So 
what you want from us, which is a revised curriculum, that’s not our department, 
that’s the faculty, you’ve got to go to the faculty for that.” So the students said, “We 
want curriculum innovation and change. We want more blacks in the curriculum.” 
The chancellor would say, “Hey, you’re knocking at the wrong door, go to the 
Academic Senate.” The Senate of course would say, “No, no, we don’t listen to 
students. And the demand for curricular change—we’re the faculty.” Okay? So the 



198 

 

students would then say they want to go to the state legislature. Well, there’s a rule 
about the Regents—the Regents are the buffer between, supposedly in theory, the 
University and the legislature. So even though the legislature in theory could have 
control, the constitution delegated to the Regents the authority, who then delegated to 
the faculty for curricular change. Ah. So what were the options, budgetary? So, 
now—hearings in Sacramento, what leverage might the students play? Well, the 
University like every place else understands budgets, so if there were powerful forces 
in the state legislature that could talk about tying the University’s budget to certain 
kinds of responsiveness to the state of California—now we have different language, 
we have different language. Now students demand black studies, but the legislature 
for the state of California, the funding—public institution—was responsive to the 
public interest. Public interest was now in the form of students who had a legitimate 
concern about access to education and access to curricular innovation that was 
responsive to their education, and so on. Now the language could change, and you 
could see a rhetorical stance which had a more palatable political resonation than 
when it was simply, “We want change and we want to demand that it is done.” So 
that’s the role of the interpreter. I wasn’t simply being—I wasn’t taking like French 
and turning it into English. I was taking the language of political control and giving 
textured meaning and sometimes shifting the grounds for an understanding of where 
nodes of change might happen if one pressed here or here or here. 

Wilmot: Where did you learn how to do that? 

Duster: [laughter] Well, you know. It’s often in the process one learns. 

Wilmot: Okay. Can you put names to the students on the one hand and the administration on 
the other? People that you were in dialogue with? 

Duster: Sure. Among the black students was, there was a guy named Charles Jackson—
Charlie Johnson I think was head of the black student movement—he was officially 
the head. But he had Don Davis, and several other sort of lieutenants who were 
around. And they actually were more than lieutenants. See, I mean Charles—I think 
it was Charles, did that sound right? It’s been more than thirty years, so— 

Wilmot: I’m sorry, I don’t know that name. 

Duster: Charlie Brown. I think it’s his name, yeah. Charles Brown, I think he was the head. 
Then there was Jackson, I think Charles Jackson. Don Davis for certain.  

Wilmot: Is there someone from Laney [Community College], who had come out of Laney? 
[sic, Merritt College] 

Duster: You don’t mean Ron Lewis. But Ron Lewis was a faculty member. He was the first 
head of Black Studies.  

Wilmot: Yeah, not Ron Lewis—there’s someone else that I’m thinking of who was a student, 
okay. Were there any women in the—? 

Duster: No. 



199 

 

Wilmot: No, none that you remember as leaders of the black student movement. 

Duster: No, no. 

Wilmot: Okay. 

Duster: The leadership was male. 

Wilmot: Okay. And did you have any compatriots who were also part of the faculty or high 
levels of administration who also played a similar role to the one you—or people you 
strategized with or thought with?  

Duster: Well, there’s no way to answer that question because at different points there were 
different allies, there were different adversaries. There were parts of the faculty and 
the administration who took the view that the way to handle this problem was not to 
“ghettoize” the black curriculum, but to mainstream it. So a lot of my colleagues 
would say, “Well, why are you supporting this insurgency, why don’t you support 
people simply doing work that would influence the curriculum inside the discipline 
like political science or sociology?” And we would have serious discussions, and 
sometimes arguments about that. And in a decontextualized world, I would be in 
favor of that. I mean, I could see the argument, why you would want to mainstream 
curricular change as opposed to have it over in some particular corner of the 
institution. The problem was, of course, if that literature was not very well developed, 
it would be argued—and it was argued anyway—that it was insufficiently strong to 
stand on its own two feet. So in the discipline there was no reward for that kind of 
work, in fact they were not going to be given promotions for doing research on this 
topic. While if you had an independent—relatively independent or autonomous unit, 
you could begin to craft and reward certain kinds of research. But there’s an 
argument here, I mean, it’s not as though—it wasn’t a slam dunk either way. That’s 
what I meant—depending upon the issue—there would be adversaries or advocates 
arguing one way or the other.  

Now in the administration—let me step back for a moment and be the sociologist 
here—the administration was inclined to be much more responsive than the faculty, 
that’s for simply structural reasons. The administration understood for example 
Sacramento, the legislature, the larger context, and was much more likely to want to 
compromise or find an adjustment. The faculty, much more deeply threatened by the 
notion that what they were doing was either wrong, or that what they should be doing 
was political, took more a defensive stance and said, “No, what we’re doing is neutral 
and apolitical,” and therefore were inclined to put down any student insurgency as 
totally and merely political. And so it’s in that matrix one would find one’s allies 
more in the administration than in the faculty—if you want to talk about change, 
curricular innovation and change. And because of the stranglehold of the faculty on 
curriculum you could see once again the problem. As we were seeing it outside of the 
corridors of the college. Watts on fire, Newark on fire, Detroit on fire, well, suddenly 
Wheeler Auditorium was on fire. They actually burned down Wheeler Auditorium. 
They burned it. That context was sharp and clear and that began to loosen some of 
the terrain where the administration began to say, we’re going to provide certain FTE 
on this Black Studies program. Pretty much like affirmative action came out of the 
sixties as a kind of ameliorative or sometimes palliative, you know there was this 



200 

 

notion that, “We’re going to give up a certain amount, because after all, if you’re 
going to start burning down buildings like they’re burning down Detroit, you know—
it’s not nice—maybe we can find something in between here.” 

Wilmot: I think you’ve said so much right now that I’m going to go back and think about it 
and ask more questions probably later. But just to move on, to talk about this 
coalition of the TWLF, Third World Liberation Front. I understand that part of that 
coalition was the African American Studies Union, AASU, MASC, Mexican 
American, and AAPA, Asian American—  

Duster: Political Alliance. 

Wilmot: —Political Alliance. And I’m wondering if you could talk about how this alliance 
came to be. How did people start to form this coalition? Or even just who were the 
big people in it. 

Duster: Again, this is diluted memory, we’re talking about thirty years, almost thirty-four 
years now, since all this was unfolding. I can probably provide you with the rough 
terrain or maybe the big picture as opposed to particular key actors and what their 
role—what they were doing. Berkeley was a rather peculiar and unique situation in 
that most places in the country simply had an insurgency for black studies, and that 
was it. There were simply insufficient numbers of Latino or Puerto Rican students on 
campus that were provided this kind of insurgency. And then because there were also 
Asian students here—I don’t who or why or what happened, but there began to be 
coalition meetings to support black studies and people began to understand that the 
coalition as it formed, for marches, for demonstrations, for asserting a position in a 
public sphere about what was happening, was much more persuasive and much more 
powerful than simply having each single group come forward with its demands.  

So, it came to pass that this coalition was tentative, early in its formation, and in 
some ways it comes out of the earlier period of—oh, I don’t know how to put this—
but certainly the anti-Vietnam War movement, which had coalition built into it, that 
is, students would cut across different categories to be opposed to the Vietnam War. 
And there was some residue from that that happened with the Third World Liberation 
Front. There were people who had already worked together in previous activities, in 
previous demonstrations, they actually knew each other, and so they were not coming 
together as strangers to form a coalition there, they actually had some historical 
context. I don’t want to put too fine a point on that, that is not the reason, but I do 
think the student activism at Berkeley in the sixties has some explanatory power, that 
this was going on two or three years prior to the Third World Liberation Front, that 
students across different groups were already working together, knew each other, so 
sitting down to think about common interests and common goals and curricular 
change wasn’t apocalyptic, it was normal, it’s what you do in a coalition, or a 
progressive coalition.  

Wilmot: Are their any names you want to put to the coalition? 

Duster: Yeah, there’s a guy named Sid Macías. He was part of the vanguard group with the 
Latino group, the Chicanos. Russell Banks was here for a period. Russell Banks was 
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Native American. Their names, if I saw them again in a book I’d remember them, but 
it’s been too long. 

Wilmot: Okay. And on the administrative side, in the administration, were there names that 
you wanted to—like, who would you go and meet with as interpreter, who did you go 
and meet with in the administrative halls? 

Duster: Well, it was mainly the chancellor. 

Wilmot: Chancellor, Chancellor Heyns? 

Duster: Yeah, Roger Heyns. His vice chancellor. I think there were at least two or three that 
we would meet with. Certainly a key figure here was Bud Cheit, Earl Cheit. He was 
Roger Heyns’ vice chancellor for—and there was, later on there was Bob Connick. 
But I probably met more with people like Heyns and Cheit than I did with anybody 
else, because they had the power to actually negotiate—and students wanted to deal 
with them. They didn’t want to deal with middle-level people or people who were 
simply, quote, “provost,” or “dean.” They wanted to deal with chief administrators. 

Wilmot: Did students seek you out, like the kind of—I’m trying to understand the social 
context. Was it like something where these were actually people who you interacted 
with already and were friends with, or were these actually people who were seeking 
you out in your capacity as a faculty person? 

Duster: Again, I’m not clear about when this first happened, but once it happened, it began to 
happen again. I mean there was no one moment which I say, “Oh, now here’s where I 
went up for the first time to see the chancellor with a group of students.” Um—all 
right! I guess I do have an understanding of this—maybe my memory is triggered 
here. There was this course by Eldridge Cleaver— 

Wilmot: I remember that we talked about it. 

Duster: Right. And I was very visible on campus because of that course, it was a big issue 
locally and regionally. So I had already been negotiating with the chancellor on a 
number of things about the course. I remember going in to see Heyns with my three 
other colleagues—Jan Dizard, and Jonas Langer, and Bob Sampson, I think that’s his 
name, Robert Sampson in psychology. The four of us had in the fall of ’68 been in 
continuous dialogue with the administration. So I was already negotiating around 
issues of race, ethnicity, culture, politics, curricular issues around the Cleaver course. 
So I think maybe I was called in to be a listener or maybe a voice in this curricular 
change issue when the black studies thing hit, and the next period, the Third World 
Strike, yeah. 

Wilmot: Okay, the other thing that I’m wondering about is so—let’s take a break for a minute, 
okay? 

[End Audio File 13] 
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[Begin Audio File 14] 

Wilmot: I had the opportunity to read that George Napper dissertation when he was in the 
department of criminology. It’s been made into a book, Blacker Than Thou [Blacker 
than Thou; the Struggle for Campus Unity. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,1973.] What 
was really interesting, enclosed in there as an appendix is this proposal for the Black 
Studies Department, with the curriculum and a manifesto and everything. I wanted to 
know how close were you to the writing of this? 

Duster: I was very close to George Napper. He was both a student and a friend. We were 
often the allies in these meetings. If there were any one person who I would say was 
my counterpart among students and administrators, it was George Napper. He 
certainly had the facility to listen carefully to both sides and to speak with a kind of 
perspective that I thought was sympathetic. He was not hostile to the administration, 
he was not hostile to the students. He really took an interesting view of the whole 
thing. He wanted to see change, he thought that was important. But he never had this 
notion that there was a revolution that was happening. It was not a revolution. It was 
transformation. I think in the times it was heady for many people who thought in 
terms of revolution. What did that mean, revolution? Well, the Berkeley hills were 
not the Sierra Madres. People weren’t up there in the Berkeley hills holding it down, 
coming down to the city to take it over. It wasn’t that kind of a situation. A lot of the 
rhetoric was inflammatory about change, and transformation, and pigs, and good 
guys, and good and evil. I was close to George. Now, I think George played a role 
among the students. He was someone that the students liked and trusted. He was 
getting his PhD. So, he wasn’t like an undergraduate dealing with these students. He 
was like the big brother. I think he played an important role here in listening to their 
voices and maybe doing some interpreting and writing. I probably entered this 
dialogue long after the actual writing occurred. I was not an architect of the 
manifesto. I was mainly a kind of senior advisor who would say, well, this doesn’t 
make much sense, or this does, or you might want to head down this road. I was 
certainly not an architect of the infrastructure. I was not dealing with the basic issues. 
I was dealing with what people would present and say, “Well, what do you think?”  

Wilmot: Okay, so did you give input or advice around when people said, “Well, we think that 
black studies should be composed of two parts literature, one part sociology, three 
parts history”? 

Duster: I was not involved at that level. 

Wilmot: Who did that? 

Duster: I think the students. 

Wilmot: The students did that? 

Duster: Yeah.  

Wilmot: You had said at one time remind me to tell you where George Napper is now. 
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Duster: Oh, yes. George left Berkeley and went to teach at Spelman College. The first couple 
of years, he was a professor at Spelman. There was a crisis in the police department 
in Georgia, in Atlanta. George, being who he is, was invited by the city council to 
join a police review commission. Within a year or so of that commission’s work, he 
was named assistant police chief. Within two years of that, he became chief of police. 
He was police chief during the Atlanta child murders. The commissioner of public 
safety was Lee Brown. Lee Brown had also been a PhD in criminology at Berkeley. 
So, Lee and George were friends—acquaintances, maybe, more than friends.  

Lee, later on, left Atlanta, and I think he went to Houston and on to New York City 
and became police chief of New York. He is now back at Houston, by the way, as 
mayor, Lee Brown. George became commissioner of public safety, which is above 
the police department, took Lee’s old job, and he worked with Andrew Young for the 
whole period of Young’s administration. Then Maynard Jackson returned to the 
mayor’s office after Andrew Young left it, and he and George had a different view 
about police organization and accountability. George is a very clear and forceful 
person. He is also—he is personable, and collegial, but he is not political in the sense 
that he compromises a lot and I think that he and Maynard just didn’t hit it off. So, he 
left that position when Maynard became mayor. Anyway, during all that period and 
even for the last twenty, twenty-five years—thirty years, George has remained a good 
friend. So, whenever he is in the Bay Area, he comes and sees me. And whenever I 
am in Atlanta, I stay with him, and he stays here. So, long connections. 

Wilmot: What did you think of what he posed in his dissertation that, in some ways, the strike 
here at Berkeley was a response or some kind of response to what happened at San 
Francisco State where people were trying to kind of stay abreast of radical black 
politics? 

Duster: I think that’s largely true, partially right, for many students. Obviously, it was not 
true for many other students. I think George was trying to explain the thrust of the 
vanguard of the political insurgency. He wasn’t saying it was true for most black 
students. He was trying to explain the context in which some of the black progressive 
militants were giving voice to what they were really doing. What George was saying 
is what they were really doing—ah, that’s always dangerous—was being responsive 
to what had happened at SF State where people had seen the SF State students as 
being the real tough militants. And where were Berkeley students? There were 
charges of being bourgeois and not sufficiently black. That’s the title of George’s 
book. Who’s the blackest around here? We’re gonna show how black we are by 
being even more militant about how we need autonomy and authority. We’re going 
to really do this. I think there was something to it. Not the whole story, but it was part 
of the story. 

Wilmot: Very interesting. There was also in that manifesto in his dissertation, there’s a lot of 
language that is an appendix to his dissertation. There’s a lot of language around 
being colonized in that whole model of like, okay, so we are—[phone ringing] 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: See, there are so many things we can get into. It just strikes me that that was in the air 
at that time of how people were imagining their own insurgency—not imagining, 
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that’s the wrong word. How they were framing their own insurgency and the role of 
the oppressor. 

Duster: Yes. There is no doubt that the colonial analogy, for people of color inside the U.S., 
had become a very popular handle for interpreting what was going on. The major 
theorists of that position were in New York and Berkeley. It was Stokely Carmichael 
and Charles Hamilton who wrote this book on—which began to argue that position. 
Here in Berkeley, there was Robert Blauner, on the faculty in sociology, who argued 
the power of the colonial analogy or internal relationship between people of color and 
whites. 

Wilmot: What did you make of that analogy for yourself? 

Duster: I thought there were some interesting and useful and important parallels. But like all 
analogies, there are real weaknesses. The most obvious one is the one where people 
who are the colonizers can be told to go home. So, if it’s Angola, they can tell the 
Portuguese to go home. Malaysia, tell the British to go home. But the colonial 
analogy begins to break down when the “colonial power” is 80 percent of the 
population, and they are here for good. So, what’s the analogy? You go back to 
where? You go back to Germany, to France, to England, to Wales, what? So, the 
analogy had legs, but whether it could walk and how far it was going to go was 
always for me problematic. It’s analytically and heuristically useful to think like that 
sometimes. But the pitfall was, where do you go with this analogy? What’s the 
implicit or even explicit implication for action?  

Wilmot: I think I’m going to just ask this question and close for today and then return to my 
other ones later. One of the things I was wondering about—starting partly in response 
to the pressure mounted by the students, the administration did start to hire more 
faculty of color. I had this idea, well, if, for example, a potential hire, a person of 
color, got in touch with you to ask about your experience and the viability of this 
environment for themselves, what kind of things would you have to say to them? 

Duster: You’re asking me a hypothetical? 

Wilmot: I’m asking you a hypothetical retrospective question. It is hypothetical, but it’s 
also—I know that it is a practice where you talk to people who are coming to campus 
and saying, “Well, this is what it’s like, and it’s really fun,” or, “It’s not fun.” 

Duster: Well, this was real. People would actually comment. They’d ask me what my views 
were. Whether I wanted, for example, to transfer my position over into Black Studies. 
That never came up as a real question because I never let it be asked as a real 
question. It wasn’t even an option for me. I never thought that what I wanted to do 
was to move into a new department. I felt I could be a force, as I wrote in that little 
piece, called “The Colonial Analogy of the Third World College.” I could be a force 
in my own department. So, people would ask me about that, and I would say, well, 
there are literally two ways to fly. You need two wings to fly, that whole analogy. 
Indeed, there are people like me who can do certain things inside of a regular 
department. I am also in favor of people who are willing and able to spend their 
entire time in a department of Black Studies or women’s studies or whatever the 
studies are. I can see both arguments. And I would say to people, you have to come 
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to this position based on your career interest and your career trajectory. You’ve got to 
decide what it is that you want to do there. But I would never say to someone, “Oh, 
the best thing to do is to come to the Department of X and not to the Department of 
Y.” I would always give them the pros and cons, what’s the nature of their 
intellectual interest, where they are headed with it, in which case, go to Department 
X. If the interest, however, lay over here, they may want to go to a Black Studies 
department, and here is why. So, it was always texture for me. It was never 
axiomatic. I would never say to someone, “Oh, come to Berkeley, come to Black 
Studies. Here’s where things are happening.” It depends on what the nature of the 
work was. 

Wilmot: And what did you communicate to them about the kind of political environment they 
would be entering? 

Duster: I told them it was a difficult one, and I told them why. There were tensions. There 
were tensions inside the department, and there always will be. There was always, for 
example, the role of the community versus the role of the academy. That was at the 
very outset, a built-in double bind. Are you responsive to the, quote, “the black 
community and its needs?” That was part of the mantra. Well, but they’re not going 
to give you tenure. If you are not going to get tenure by that route, that means you are 
going to be out of here at the end of five or six years. Well, if that’s what you want to 
do, be here for five years and then leave, that’s a career trajectory. What do you want 
to do with that? You have to be explicit about it. If you want to be in the university, 
you’re going to stay and get tenure. You’ve got a conflict between the community 
interest unless you find an imaginative way to meld, merge, find common ground. I 
think it’s doable, but you’ve got to be either skillful or lucky, sometimes a 
combination. 

Wilmot: Those are good closing words. Of course I want to say, well what did you find? Were 
you skillful or lucky? 

Duster: Lucky. I was born at the right time. [laughter] 

Wilmot: Okay. Great. 

[End of Audio File 14]
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Interview 10: May 29, 2003 
 
[Begin Audio File 15] 
 
Wilmot: Interview ten, Troy Duster, May 29. So, you just came back from congressional 

hearings in DC? 
 
Duster: Congressional briefings. In the Rayburn Building. Every now and again, members of 

Congress’s staff go to briefings on some issue that’s current. Some advocacy groups, 
or some members of the Congress in combination want to inform other members 
about what’s going on about some topic. So this was a congressional briefing on the 
topic of the collection and use of data in which race and ethnicity are central 
components of that collection. 

Wilmot: What was the footwork that went into making this hearing happen? 

Duster: I think there are several components. One of them is the fact that in the year 2000 
Congress passed legislation mandating the NIH to collect data on what they called 
health disparities, racial disparities with health outcomes. So we’ve known for a long 
time that people of color and white people have different rates of cancer and 
hypertension, and different rates of diabetes. Ethnic groups and racial groups have 
different rates of disease. 

The NIH was mandated by the Congress to take a look at these health disparities. So 
all of the research that has been going on for the last period explicitly says, “Report 
on these disparities and talk about how they might be,” obviously, “mitigated, 
lessened, how the gap should be shortened.” That’s one way. On the other hand, you 
have, for the last twenty years, at least, a body of research and researchers and 
politicians saying, “Well, race is really not a concept of any scientific merit. It’s 
fluid, it’s contingent, it’s whimsical, it’s arbitrary, you know, when you move from 
state to state the definition changes, over time it changes.” The census of 2000 
reflected this increasing notion that, “Well, a mixed-race category is more viable 
now; it’s on the census, so, let’s just get rid of race.” 

So those two poles, “Let’s take a look at racial, ethnic health disparities,” “Let’s get 
rid of race,” are what I call the conundrum and the contradiction of the last decade on 
the topic of race.  

About five years ago the Association of American Anthropologists issued a statement 
on race. And they effectively said, “This concept has a terrible history. It has been 
used over the last three centuries to separate, segregate, denigrate people. It has been 
used to provide others with a false sense of security and superiority.” They said other 
things about it, but it just ended there and said, “This concept has got a bad history.” 

It didn’t however have any policy implications, except it left out there the idea, “It’s a 
bad idea,” [laughs] which left it then for many people in the scientific community to 
say, “See, see, anthropologists say that race is of no use.” And so that gets picked up 
by many people, including liberals who want to be color-blind, people on the Left 
who want to say class trumps race, and people on the Right who want to get rid of 
anything resembling affirmative action and reparations talk. So you have a peculiar 
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consortium of bedfellows on the question of “Let’s get rid of race.” You threw into 
that mix the poststructuralist, postmodern sensibilities around the master narrative of 
race and how it’s obviously stupid. You can show people that the one-drop rule is 
ridiculous. How is it possible that a black woman cannot have a white baby, but a 
white woman can have a black baby? Well, biologically that’s transparent nonsense, 
but structurally, socially, politically, indeed for three centuries that has been our 
history. Okay? 

So, you can show how arbitrary and silly it is, and I guess now I come to my point, 
which is, sociologists had, it seems to me, a particularly important burden now, to 
articulate that just because something is occasionally dismissible as biologically a 
non-discrete category, like race—you can show that it is sometimes fluid and 
contingent and arbitrary—that doesn’t mean it’s not also consequential, deeply 
embedded in structural relationships between groups, between people, in how they 
get access to mortgage loans, and how and why the police stop them and arrest them, 
and why there might be therefore higher rates of hypertension in a group that gets 
arrested or harassed more than others. 

I had been trying to say over and over again in different contexts for the last decade 
that this debate about race, as a binary, “Are you in favor of it, or are you against 
it?”—it’s the wrong formulation. That that is going to produce not a debate, but a 
shouting match. It has—it goes nowhere. People went up on one side or the other, 
you know, “Whose side are you on? For those who are in favor of race, or those who 
are against it?” And I’ve taken the position that a much more fruitful question for 
debate is, “Under what conditions should race be used in research?” 

Now, that’s the background.  

I was asked to be chair of the American Sociological Association’s task force on race 
to generate a statement of the association, which would be in some people’s eyes a 
counter to the anthropology statement. But in my eyes, in the eyes of those who were 
on the committee, we saw our task as producing a complementary statement. A 
statement that went one step further, not just that it said, “Oh, it’s a bad idea. It’s 
historically arbitrary and so on.” We said, “Look, this concept is with us because 
people in the society use it. And it’s our task as social scientists to understand how 
people deploy the concept.” 

So a statement on race was issued in August of 2002 at the national meetings, and it 
has been circulated widely ever since. That was in part the background to yesterday’s 
congressional briefing. It was sponsored by several associations of which the ASA 
was one. It was chaired by [Thomas] Sawyer, a former congressman, senator, 
congressman from Ohio. Brian Smedley was on the panel from the Institute of 
Medicine [of the National Academies]. And a former police chief from San Diego, 
and myself, we were the three speakers. So myself as the first speaker, Smedley from 
the Institute of Medicine, and [Jerry] Sanders, the police chief from San Diego. And 
each had a different angle on why it’s important to continue to collect data on race 
for research purposes, public policy purposes, and so forth. 

The larger context is of course the California Racial Privacy Initiative, which is due 
to be on the California ballot in March 2004. And that will ask California voters to 
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make a choice, and the choice will be either yes or no, which is why I’m objecting to 
it. Either, “Yes, you keep collecting data, or no, you don’t.” For me the question is 
under what conditions, for what purposes, who is doing it, and why? A ballot 
initiative is simply a blunt and brutal instrument for public policy on these kinds of 
matters. So that was the context. 

Wilmot: Do you see this initiative as at all a potential tool for interrogating the way that 
people collect data currently? 

Duster: Yes, although— 

Wilmot: Or challenging this initiative, rather? 

Duster: Although as I suggested in my remarks just now, I think it’s more likely to obscure, 
more than illuminate, because it gets people into this mode of, “Tastes great, less 
filling.” Either you’re in favor or you’re against it, yes, no, yes, no, which side are 
you on, boom, boom. So the debate could potentially produce an interrogation. What 
it’s produced instead is position-taking on one side or the other of what I regard as a 
mindless set of arguments. [laughs] 

Wilmot: So what happened yesterday? 

Duster: Well, it was a very well-attended session. Over 120 people showed up, from different 
parts of the public and private sector. I think mainly congressional staff were there, 
but there were other people from advocacy groups, health groups, plus the Institute of 
Medicine. And they listened for the first forty-five minutes to the three of us, and 
then they took forty-five minutes to an hour to raise questions. And there was a fairly 
decent exchange about how complex these issues are. 

I think the media coverage says something, that is, what happened was that there 
were several media people there who picked up the theme—I think some of them did 
a rather good job of characterizing the overall framework, which is, “These data need 
to be collected for policy reasons. The other side claims that we need to be color-
blind.” There was nobody there who was vigorously taking that position. It really was 
all about, “Why do we collect data?” It wasn’t a debate in that sense about, “We 
should not collect data.” But we did acknowledge the position of the people on the 
other side. 

Wilmot: Can you talk a little bit about—it’s interesting, just the range of people on the panel, 
yourself, Sawyer, Smedley, Sanders, a police chief in San Diego? Can you talk a 
little bit about the range of the positions that people had? 

Duster: Sure. The reason—there’s an explicit purpose in having that range, because we 
wanted not just social scientists to say, “We need the data,” we wanted practitioners, 
people out in the world. And the police chief makes a lot of sense, because one of the 
big issues is racial profiling. In the last five years there have been many police 
departments that have been accused of racial profiling. And Sanders came forward 
and said, when the accusation hit his department, he decided to take action and do 
research and find out what was going on. And he said, indeed there was evidence of 
racial profiling and he explained how and why it happened. 
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Now, a similar thing happened in New Jersey. You may recall that when [Christine 
Todd] Whitman, no, I forget her first name, she’s a former secretary of the 
Environmental Protection Agency. 

Wilmot: EPA, yes. 

Duster: Yes. When she was governor of New Jersey, the police there were accused of racial 
profiling, and she said, “Oh, no, it doesn’t happen.” And then after a study was done, 
she was forced to recant. She said, “Yes, it does, too.” There’s a corridor north of 
Baltimore in Maryland, the subject of intensive study about five years ago, the same 
thing. They said, “Well, there’s no racial profiling.” Then the data started coming in. 
And the ratio of people of color who were stopped versus people who were white, 
doing the same thing, was about seven to one. So I made that point yesterday in the 
hearing, I had the data in my portfolio, and the presentation that I made about racial 
profiling. 

And Sanders, police chief, picks it up and says, “Yes, indeed, there is racial 
profiling.” And there are reasons for it, it has something to do with the drug war and 
how the drug war trainers, the Drug Enforcement Administration, actually trained 
27,000 police officers between 1989 and 1995 to make certain kinds of arrests, called 
Operation Intersect. And if someone was driving a car, for example, that seemed 
inappropriate to their station, it would be stopped. Let’s say a young black man 
driving a Lexus, the assumption by the police was, “Well, what’s a young black man 
doing driving a Lexus. He couldn’t afford it, must be drugs.” So a young white male 
driving a Lexus, it could be his father’s, so he doesn’t get stopped. So the profiling 
was built into the DEA training of 27,000 officers. And that was also part of the 
hearings. 

So we had some interesting discussions. But Brian Smedley, Institute of Medicine, 
was the senior author of a report on ethnic and racial disparities of health, and he 
presented lots of material on differences in rates of not just cancer and heart disease, 
but treatment for those diseases by race. Classic materials on how doctors, given 
white and black patients for example with the very same presenting symptoms, had a 
different rate of recommendation for certain procedures when they were black 
women; that was a classic study by [Kevin] Schulman, I believe, about two years 
ago, which he reported on. So that gives you a flavor of what was going on. 

Let me say something a little bit about the other issue which surfaced in the last two 
days, which also was a front page story, and that was the story that Howard 
University is going to be the repository of a large DNA database for African 
Americans and for people from sub-Saharan Africa. The purpose of this is to find 
those genetic influences that might particularly help explain illness and disease 
among black people. And as you saw, I was interviewed and took the rather strong 
position that while I’m not opposed to data collection on this topic—I mean, I think 
people can collect data for all kinds of purposes—what I think is a real danger, and 
not a very hidden danger, is if you start talking about a black database, a database of 
black people for genetic research, you give the impression that race on a genetic level 
has a kind of reality which it does not. Now, if you are only looking for certain kinds 
of disease markers, then I think the strategy should be, look at the disease, its clinical 
manifestation, look at people who have prostate cancer, and then look at their life 
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circumstances, their genetic code, their nutritional intake patterns—any of those 
things make sense to me, all right, you can do that. So begin with the disease 
phenomena, prostate cancer, and then try to do research which tries to explain the 
complex interplay of forces. When you begin with the genetic code, and you’ve 
already pre-coded it by ethnicity and race, there’s a tendency I think to give a false 
reality to the notion that, “Those people, they have a very different genetic structure 
than those other people.” So that’s my concern. 

So, you’ll notice there’s a tightrope in there. It’s a tightrope. I’m saying on the one 
hand, yes, one should and can collect data on race. And yes, race is sometimes 
arbitrary, fluid, contingent, contextual. And yes, there is no clear, discrete taxonomic 
system in biology or physiology or hematology that maps on to race. Now, how one 
then gets over to saying, “Well, let’s do research on race,” requires a kind of textured, 
complex analysis. You don’t wind up saying, “Yes” or “No.” You wind up, I think, 
in a much more informed position asking, “Why do you do research on the prostate 
cancer rate?” And here’s a good example: black males have twice the prostate cancer 
rate of white males. The question is why? But if you begin with the genetic database, 
you may start to think that’s where the problem lies. Go right down to the DNA to 
find out what’s wrong with those people with this higher rate of prostate cancer. And 
what you miss is all of the developmental issues, beginning with the DNA. The DNA 
tells the RNA messengers what kind of protein to make, the cell life starts and it—
certain kinds of DNA—information gets turned off and on. Now we get into, maybe, 
other sets of issues like blood and organs. Now we have embryology, developmental 
biology, we have everything up through the expression of a phenotype. Why would 
we think that you’d explain something as complex as the rate of cancer in a group by 
going down to the DNA? You simply leapfrog all the developmental biology, all the 
embryology, all the cellular life stuff, much less the social issues around patterns of 
nutritional intake, much less—toxic waste dumps being near black communities, you 
can just skip over all of that and go back to this thing called the DNA. And you can’t 
say that in a newspaper article, all you can do in a newspaper article is point out some 
of the pitfalls and hope people get the sense that there’s a problem here. Then they 
have to go and do their own work. 

Wilmot: Yes, it’s strange because in that newspaper article, you said part of that and they cut 
it up and then they had you agreeing with this other person who you didn’t actually 
seem really to agree with. It was odd, I noticed that. 

Duster: Right, well, that’s what happens in newspaper articles. 

Wilmot: Yes. Wow. Well, I had a couple of questions. The first one is, when you organize 
something like this hearing, or a panel or a meeting, what is your strategy for getting 
heard? You talked briefly about the press and their response to what they heard and 
what they took away from it. How do you organize on a policy level to be heard?  

Duster: Well, I’m not a policy person, so I simply do what I do, and then policy people often 
call me or find a way to get me to Washington to talk to their groups. That’s what 
happened yesterday. So there were several different policy groups that wanted to 
have me come and talk to them. A good example is a group in New York called “We 
Act.” On several occasions they’ve asked me to come and talk about the genetic 
revolution and the implications for people of color. So I’m not the policy person, I 
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usually find situations in which I’m talking to a wide audience, and then policy 
people will sometimes seek me out. 

Wilmot: In an instance like this when you’re kind of instrumental in creating this forum, did 
you work with people to make sure that you got the right audience—or I should 
speak more to, who was your audience? 

Duster: Again, I don’t want to take credit—or blame. [chuckles] I’m not the architect of this. 
I was the chair of the task force, and as chair of the task force I was the point person 
to come and speak before a congressional briefing. I obviously gave advice to the 
associations about who should be on the panel and who I thought should be invited. 
But I am in no sense a prime mover. I’m simply chair of the task force on the 
statement on race, and therefore I’m kind of the public voice for this position for the 
association. 

Wilmot: Okay, I understand. Would it be useful to talk a little bit about who the prime movers 
were of this event? 

Duster: Umm. There were people in—there is the Office of Federal Statistics, and the people 
there of course are very concerned that if the California initiative were to pass, it 
would make their lives more difficult, less data collection. The Institute of Medicine 
was there, the National Academy of Science had representatives there, people from 
the Association of American Colleges and Universities. There were several staff 
people from different associations, professional associations. Health advocacy 
groups, the Keller Foundation personnel, I mean, there was a wide range of people at 
this meeting. 

Wilmot: Okay, given the tightrope that you talked about between saying on the one hand race 
is very important because we live by it in this society; on the other hand as something 
in terms of genetic meaning, it’s not quite— 

Duster: You don’t want to rush over and collect DNA data on people because of this other 
meaning, exactly right. 

Wilmot: Yes. Given that tightrope, what do you do to safeguard against people co-opting your 
message or co-opting what you have to say and framing it in ways other than what 
you mean? 

Duster: You simply have to be clear and as best you can repeat yourself in ways and to 
audiences in which their attempt to co-opt or to take it for their own purposes is not 
possible. I certainly have been in situations in which I’ve had to clarify my position, 
because people on the Right love to hear me say that race has a reality to it. A certain 
part of the Right, by the way. I mean, the Right is not homogeneous. There are parts 
of the American right wing which now have joined hands with Ward Connerly on the 
notion that we should be color-blind. Well, I think that that’s often fair-minded, but 
it’s often duplicitous. And I don’t know when it’s what. And I don’t really care. I 
mean, I don’t want to spend my life trying to discern the deep and hidden motive 
structures of those in the political debate. I’m interested in the consequences of the 
debate, not why people are talking about being color-blind. 



212 

 

So I don’t get into explanations or attempted explanations of why people really want 
color-blind policies. I want to talk about what it would mean if we had color-blind 
policies, that is, if we did not collect data based upon race. As I said at the briefing 
yesterday, racial privacy is a transparent fiction. You know, you don’t have racial 
privacy, I don’t have racial privacy when I walk down the street. The police stop me, 
not because I’ve got racial privacy. [laughs] Because I don’t. [laughs] So it’s kind of 
a trick in the language. 

Wilmot: I thought that was a wonderful quote by the way, yes, that was good. A trick in the 
language? 

Duster: Yes. This Connerly, he is quite clever. 

Wilmot: Yes. That’s interesting. So, this is a question I’ve been wanting to ask you for a 
while. Why is this the frontier that you choose to position yourself on? Why is it so 
important to you? I say this because given the myriad—given the way that race and 
racism is in this country, there’s a lot of different places where you could be doing 
work, and I’m just trying to ask you, why is this the place that you’ve chosen? 

Duster: The honest answer is, there is no one answer. That is—I think it’s a Chinese saying, 
“In vain do we search for the source of the great rivers.” That is, great rivers have so 
many different tributaries. I think often in people’s life circumstances, we try to find 
a way to explain what we’re doing, why we’re doing it, and when we started thinking 
about doing it, when in fact, I think the real answer is, events shape us and we find 
ourselves in a situation in which we’re doing things. Then we turn around and give 
eloquent arguments or reconstructive histories about why we decided that was our 
life project. [laughs] It’s a useful thing, I mean, people need to find meaning in their 
lives, and so they spend a little time in retrospect about why, “Why didn’t I pursue 
this path? Now, let me tell you why I pursued this path.” And part of it will be true, 
and part of it will be forces of history and circumstance and chance about which I 
didn’t have a choice. 

Having said that, now let me give you a reconstructive history. I think one part of the 
answer has to do with the fact that I began to see, maybe twenty years ago, a 
resurgence of interest in trying to explain complex human social behavior by 
reducing it down to the biological. And this seemed to me to be a dangerous 
reinvention, a reemergence of a kind of thinking that had gone on a century earlier. 
But now it had even more danger in it, because it seemed to me to be having the 
imprimatur, or the legitimacy of high science. Now, every era does that. Every era 
comes to believe that what it’s doing is high science, and that previous eras were in 
error. 

So I saw this happening. I mean, I saw people starting to come out of the poverty war 
thinking ahead, saying, in effect, “Well, maybe there is something to this thing about 
people down at the bottom just not having the equipment, or maybe it is true that 
people are just violently inclined because of their biology. Maybe the IQ achievement 
of black people really is a function of their genetics,” and so on. So this started to 
really surface as the liberal hegemony of the 1960s and seventies was coming to an 
end, and the conservative ideologies surfaced. So even before Reagan came to power 
I saw the beginnings of an insurgency, and I began to take a look and take more 
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seriously what I have come to see as this particular frontier. Now, why me? Well, I 
happened to be there. I happened to be at a certain historical moment where I saw this 
happening, and I didn’t see very many other people with the interest or the 
perspective. And there are very few sociologists, for example, who can cross-talk, 
you know, talk both about the genetic and the biological, and the social and the 
structural. A lot of people can talk about the sociology of race, but having been at this 
for now over fifteen years, I can have a conversation with people in molecular 
biology and get them into a nodding agreement about some things which are really 
sometimes a bit technical. 

Just a quick example. Testing for a gene disorder. Now, for most lay people, it’s just 
a straightforward question, you get a test for a gene disorder, or you don’t. Is there a 
test for cystic fibrosis or for sickle-cell? Well, yes or no. But it turns out that there are 
very different mutations of the cystic fibrosis gene. And the mutation for which there 
is a gene test, it’s called Delta F-508. And that gene test is for those of North 
European ancestry. The Zuni have a different mutation of cystic fibrosis. That 
mutation has no genetic test. Now, unless you are cognizant of these kinds of 
somewhat technical issues, you can’t even raise the question about what’s the racial, 
ethnic push behind the CF test for North European ancestry—we name that, in this 
country, “white people”—while there’s no push for the gene test for CF for Zuni 
Indians? Okay? Now, who is going to raise that question? Not the Zuni, because the 
Zuni aren’t even in the arena in which that question is going to get raised. Not the 
white scientists, I’ve not seen them raise those questions. 

So, I don’t see myself as the Lone Ranger or John Wayne or anybody else, I just 
happen to be at a particular historical moment where I see this unfolding, and I can 
give it a name and get a few people to say in some nodding agreement, “Well, you’ve 
got a point,” Because I do. [laughs] 

Wilmot: Okay. That brings me to this question that I’ve actually been wondering about, which 
is, many times I’ve heard you think about a situation, be it your department, or—and 
talk about—it’s almost like you’ve taken a—is the word “ethnographic survey”? If 
you were to do that of the field of people who are doing this work, what would that 
look like? 

Duster: [chuckles] I have to first of all back up and ask you what you mean by “this work.” 
You mean people who are doing work on the ethical, legal, social components of 
human genetic issues, is that the question? 

Wilmot: Actually, I more mean the scientists who are doing this work. 

Duster: Hmm. Well, that’s straightforward. 

Wilmot: Is it an interesting question? If it’s relevant? 

Duster: Yes. Well, they’re both relevant. Which one were you asking? 

Wilmot: I was asking about the scientists who were doing that work, because you just raised 
this issue of, “Well, they’re not going to ask those questions,” because they don’t 
consider them as real questions. 
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Duster: Okay. Remember, my discipline is sociology, the first answer you’re going to get is 
about the social structure of the scientific enterprise, namely, the scientists 
themselves are arranged in a hierarchy. They’re not all just equal actors on the stage, 
called scientists. Some of them are at the vanguard, they’ve got the big funding 
sources, they’ve got huge labs. The Human Genome Project had I think fourteen 
major labs, funded heavily, while the other scientists were on the sidelines watching 
with envy and sometimes anger. So we’re talking about forty to fifty major players in 
the last decade who became wealthy, powerful, sometimes segued off into the private 
sector in biotechnology. And for those who are being rewarded so substantially by 
this kind of work, why would they want to question the enterprise? That is, think of 
the sociology of knowledge here. If you’re being affirmed both professionally and 
personally—big research grants, lots of money coming your way, private sector 
invitations to join boards—well, are you going to question the enterprise? No. So that 
leaves it to some of the sideline players to start to question things. Well, and they get 
quickly, potentially marginalized. They say, “Well, you’re not a player on the scene. 
I mean, why would we take you seriously?” [laughs] “You didn’t get a big grant. 
You’re just carping because you’re on the sidelines.” So that’s the science scene. 

Now, what do they look like in terms of social profile? Their major social profile is 
that they are successful academics. Whether or not they are mainly male or female is 
less important to me, although most of them are male, most of them are white. But 
what’s important is that they’re mainly successful. It is, by definition, that those who 
are at the vanguard of this revolution are the ones who have gotten the big grants at 
the National Academy and Institute of Medicine, National Institutes of Health. I 
mean, these are the big players. 

Wilmot: Does that mean that they’ve pitched a certain way? 

Duster: What? 

Wilmot: That they’ve pitched their work a certain way, or—? 

Duster: It is in the nature of the enterprise that certain kinds of work are regarded as central, 
that other kinds of work are regarded as marginal. So the central player, the ones who 
command the stage, and says here’s how we’re going to head down this road, for the 
next years we’re going to do this kind of research, they control the apparatus of the 
funding sources. They get into the government panels that give out money. Now, the 
other question is about those who are the commentators, not either the bench 
scientists or the entrepreneurial scientists, the ones who have got all the grants, but 
those who are given resources to raise questions about the enterprise, or do research 
on other aspects of genetics and society. And there you get what you would expect, a 
much wider range in terms of the actual representation in society. You get more 
women, you get more diversity in terms of perspectives on science, there’s not so 
much of a tendency, at least publicly, to assert that science inexorably leads to truth 
and beauty and wonder. People actually say things like, “Well, we’ve got to be 
careful about how we think about this, because science doesn’t always lead to truth 
and beauty and wonder.” 

So you get much more of the critical perspective in those who are either 
commentators or what is called the social studies of science. Sometimes bioethicists 
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or legal scholars, intellectual property, patent law, all of those interests are in and 
around this genetic revolution. And you find a much wider range of people. 

Wilmot: Given the kind of environment or the landscape you’ve described in terms of almost 
like a self-reproducing science community, how do you gain entry into that if you 
want to shift the lens and the terms of debate? 

Duster: Well, it’s very difficult. First of all, this is both public and private sector. So much of 
the public-sector funding you can say—well, you make the public much more aware, 
you’ve got something called the Congress, they can actually choose to defund or 
limit or shape the funding. But the Congress is mesmerized as well, so that the 
scientists go to Congress and tell them, “In the next five years we’re going to have a 
cure for cancer,” or, “We’re going to really understand the genetic basis of five 
different kinds of disorders, just give us a little more time.” There’s always just 
enough of a thin edge of a wedge that you can make a claim. That’s been going on at 
least for forty years of course with cancer, and for ten years with genetics. “Right 
around the corner, we’re going to—we’ve been making all these discoveries.” 

So, how to penetrate that? There’s an inherent danger, because once you start to point 
out the limits, you’re seen as anti-science. And pro-science is of course, if you think 
of this in terms of the anthropology or the culture of this, it’s like the priesthood. It’s 
irreligious to be anti-science. That is the new ideology about where truth lies. It 
doesn’t lie in social science, it lies in hard, structured, cognitive, neurological, 
neurophysiological science, biological science, that’s science. And this other stuff 
about the social interest which shapes science, that’s seen as almost—it’s heresy to 
suggest that scientists actually have motives which are not in the pursuit of truth. 

Wilmot: They didn’t just hatch out of a pod somewhere. 

Duster: So once you say that, you are evilly painted with a brush of anti-science. 

Wilmot: Just a big A. 

Duster: Right across your forehead. So, they have a real rhetorical advantage in those kinds 
of settings, whether it’s a congressional hearing or a national advisory council. Now, 
I speak as an insider. I sat on the national budget council for the Human Genome 
Project for four years. I chaired the ethical and social issues panel of the Human 
Genome Project while I was on it, for a period. So, these remarks are not from 
someone who had to hear them from someone else. I mean, I watched the way in 
which this story unfolded from the inside. These major players wear two, three, four 
hats. And some of them are very skillful. And not, “could be explained” because 
some of them do wonderful science, some of them do do great science. But some of 
them are remarkably good salesmen, and they are able to, when they are not on the 
footing or on the territory of grand science, they certainly are able to take out the 
knife and sharpen it and cut those who are not in the same, quote, “league,” by saying 
they are lesser scientists, and therefore to be taken less seriously. Or, that they’re 
non-scientists, or anti-scientists. Well, who’s left? I mean, the playing field becomes 
very narrow. See, this is the sociology of science I’m talking about here. The playing 
field becomes very narrow, but who can speak with authority? If only those with 
authority are those who are on the playing field, at the vanguard, at the throttles of 
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power, getting the big money. Everybody else, for very different reasons, is stripped 
of the capacity to articulate a critical position. 

So the notion that we have National Advisory Councils with public members who 
take on this critical role—more fairy tale than real—I’m in favor of it. I mean, I think 
you should have public members, and you should have different voices on the 
national budget council, but we shouldn’t be fooled into thinking this is a balancing 
act. 

Wilmot: Well, I’m wondering if we can take a break, and then I have a couple more questions. 

Duster: Sure.  

[break] 

Wilmot: So you, in this example that you mentioned about—talking about just being able to, 
just having the knowledge around genes and being able to talk to people, you’ve 
mentioned this idea of the gene for cystic fibrosis and how it mutates— 

Duster: Different mutations, yes. 

Wilmot: It mutates, and how it’s different for people with a Northern European ethnic 
background and people who are Zuni, did you say? 

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: Okay, so my question is just, how did you—you didn’t start off as a biologist. 

Duster: Right. 

Wilmot: So how did you come to, what did you do to gain that kind of fluency? 

Duster: [laughs] Yes, well, you know, a lot of what you learn after graduate school is what 
you read in books, and so, being self-taught is almost an elementary feature of just 
staying in the profession. So for me it’s not as though disciplinary training was 
required. Now, you have to know some basic things to be a practicing professional 
molecular biologist, which I certainly am not. And even people who are in the field, 
if they fall away from it for two or three years, can find themselves on the margins. 
So I think it’s quite possible to become literate in much of what goes on in science 
just by spending a couple of years with sympathetic scientists who are willing to talk 
to you about what they’re doing, give you some basic insights. You want to do some 
basic reading, you have questions about some articles that are coming out, and you 
learn enough to be able to understand the vocabulary.  

Wilmot: Basic reading is what and sympathetic scientists are who? 

Duster: [laughs] All right. Basic reading. The DNA is not as complicated as it looks. It’s just 
four different nucleotides. Now, the whole idea about how those sequences are put 
together and what they all mean, you know, even the most advanced person in 
molecular biology is going to be humble about what they really know about this 
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stuff. So, if they really want to tell you about the limits of their knowledge, they’ll 
certainly tell you what their knowledge is, just by telling you what they don’t know. 
So, I think there is a basic understanding of the structure of the DNA that one can get 
by being self-taught. I don’t think you need to get a PhD in molecular biology to 
know a lot about molecular biology. 

You could apply yourself even to certain kinds of advanced physics issues. You 
could. If you spend six months with people in the field who are willing to talk to you 
about what they know, you can learn a lot about physics. 

Now, the problem is that we have structured it so there is this introductory course, all 
through four years, and so on and so on. But what’s happening, usually, is that at 
such a level of specialization, at the PhD—let me give you an example, although I’m 
sure it will be familiar to you. I have a nephew who has a PhD in computer sciences. 
So I of course assume like any layman that he must know a lot about computers, with 
a PhD in computer sciences. So I said, “Jon,” [laughs] “I’ve got this problem over 
here.” He says, “I don’t do that.” In other words, a PhD is simultaneously a 
specialization and intensity and great expertise, but it’s also what Thorstein Veblen 
called “trained incapacity.” You know a lot about a narrow corridor. [laughs] I’m not 
putting down my nephew, he’s a great kid, and if he ever hears this tape he’ll say I’m 
ungrateful for having said this about him. 

Wilmot: After all he’s done for you. 

Duster: That’s right, that’s right. All the computer work he’s done for me, and he has done a 
lot of good work for me. But I am struck when he says to me, “I don’t know about 
that. I know about this particular element of high-end, vanguard research in computer 
technology. That’s what I know.” 

Well, molecular biology. How do I know enough to be able to converse? 

Wilmot: Can I ask what is his high-end—? 

Duster: Oh, he would tell you in a minute. It’s about at what point does the temperature get 
either so cold or hot that a certain computer chip is unable to function. And then a 
breakthrough to another kind of technology which takes over and makes it even 
possible that to then cool down, and so on. So it’s about cooling and heating up of 
very high-end computer chip technology. And he knows all this stuff, right? I ask 
him about some software problems, with Microsoft, and he understands the 
infrastructure, but he’ll tell you, “It’s a software problem, you know, got to go and 
study that.” Well now, that tells you something. “Got to go and study that.” This was 
a specialist. 

Well, that’s the way with the DNA. You may know a hell of a lot about some 
particular aspect of chromosome 17, that may be your specialty, but if I ask you, 
“What’s happening over here with this mutation?” they’ll just say what my nephew 
tells me, “That’s not my department, I’d don’t know about that part of the DNA.” So 
that leaves an open field for those of us who can snoop around, sniff around, and tell 
you what some of the ongoing issues are.  
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And it is not uncommon for me to give a presentation to molecular biologists, and 
some of them will say privately and quietly afterwards, “Well, I hadn’t thought about 
it that way.” That’s because—you’d expect they hadn’t thought about it that way. I 
mean, I am coming at it from a different angle; I’m talking about the social structure 
of scientific work, that’s part of my intellectual prism. Not because I’m smarter, but 
because I have a different prism, a different angle of vision. So my expertise is not 
that I know molecular biology, but I bring to that field an understanding, for example, 
of the structure of authority in any enterprise, and they’re not trained to think about it. 
I can tell you right away that certain people have been marginalized in that field, and 
they know it. But if I tell you, it has implications for race and gender relations in the 
discipline, they really hadn’t thought about it that way. They understood that there 
was a hierarchy, but they hadn’t thought about it in terms of this other thing. 

One last example, because I think this may come up again in later conversations. I 
just wrote a paper on what I call the “hidden eugenic potential of germline 
intervention.” Now, most people in the field just don’t think of a eugenic potential at 
the level of groups—and here’s the key issue for me, here’s the example—most of 
this work, talking about bioethics and genetics and eugenics is all about individual 
choice, “You have a right to your own body, and the choice should be yours to be 
able to manipulate your own germline research and so on, inside your own body.” 
Well, germline is different because it’s about not just you, but it’s about future 
generations. So if we get into the germline, you’re talking about eggs and sperm and 
what’s going to happen way down the line. 

Still, the debate has been mainly about individuals. Because since at least the 
eighteenth century and the Enlightenment in Western philosophy, we talk about the 
individual and his or her autonomy, and the right to choice. You know, that’s the sine 
qua non of Western thought. So bioethics is inclined to think about the individual. So 
here I come along and I say, “Wait a minute, wait a minute, suppose the individuals 
are in a collectivity and they have for structural reasons of either poverty or wealth, 
greater access to germline intervention or less access suddenly the eugenic issues 
here take on a different form than thinking about individuals.” I don’t want to pursue 
this any further today, but what I’m pointing out is that a molecular biologist, by the 
nature of his or her training, is not going to get to a question of the hidden eugenic 
potential of germlines in groups. That’s not what they do. They do molecular 
genetics. They are by their training looking at how the DNA is turned on into this 
particular cell so that this particular gene either turns on or does not turn on. That’s 
what they do. So when I come along and say, “Well, wait a minute, maybe if CF has 
a germline potential intervention, and sickle-cell anemia does not, there are profound 
implications for how this is going to play itself out in society.” It’s going to 
reverberate back into molecular biology. And most of them say “What! Not my 
department. I don’t even entertain that question. I just do molecular biology.” 

So then I point out, “No, you don’t just do molecular biology. In 1967, $42,000 was 
spent on sickle-cell. In 1997, $48 million was spent on sickle-cell. That has to do 
with mobilization of political constituencies, that has to do with power outside of 
what’s called science.” And while you are comfortable saying, “I just do molecular 
biology, I don’t do that other stuff,” you’re engaged in a kind of head-in-the-sand on 
politics of science. And again, if you really call them aside, let those who know 
know, and they nod and they understand that this is not just some gadfly, this is about 
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what’s happening in their own field. But the public rhetoric is, “I just do molecular 
biology.” Anyway. 

Wilmot: I had one last question—this is a funny question but it’s just this one I’ve been 
wanting to ask, which is do you, have you ever read any Octavia Butler? The [science 
fiction] author Octavia Butler? 

Duster: No. 

Wilmot: Okay, I’m done. 

[End Audio File 15] 
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Interview 11: June 4, 2003 
 
[Begin Audio File 16] 
 
Wilmot: Okay, June 4, interview eleven, Troy Duster. Okay, good morning. 
 
Duster: Good morning. 
 
Wilmot: I wanted to return to this question. I had closed our last conversation talking about 

science fiction. And I wanted to return to it and give it a little bit more attention. I 
was thinking about science fiction as a place where societal covenants and contracts 
are either magnified or recreated, and I was thinking about that movie Gattacca, 
which came out of Aldous Huxley’s book Brave New World, and I was wondering 
what are your thoughts about how this understanding of biology and genetics and the 
future has impacted what the public knows and understands about biotechnology?  

Duster: Well, as a sociologist, I’m mainly interested in the nature and character of social 
relationships as they exist, and the historical evolution of those processes that stratify 
people—or will have them relating to each other in equal ways, or different access to 
resources. So my interest has primarily been in looking at contemporary society. 
Nonetheless, I certainly take the view, and I understand—I don’t read extensively 
fiction or science fiction, but I’m aware that especially in this world of science and 
human imagination, what often happens is that the futuristic thinkers set in motion a 
play of ideas that, without even their knowing it, sometimes people in the science 
world begin to gravitate towards. So let’s say you have futuristic notions of cars, 
back in 1950, and someone puts on the design board some crazy idea about the way 
in which the tail fins are going to swing up. Well, lo and behold, fifty years later, here 
come the designs of some of these new cars, and they look rather much 
interestingly—not like, but certainly there’s a connection between—what they 
thought about in terms of futuristic design of cars. Now, in a latest thing for many 
years now, there’s going to be some kind of chimeric development in science fiction 
and biology. That is, there is going to be some way of putting together different 
species, we’re going to put together humans with animals. And that’s science fiction 
stuff, right?  

Except that now you’re getting in laboratories people talking about liver 
transplantation, where in the last few days we’ve had some news reports about how 
we’re going to farm little piglets, and if you do it right with a certain kind of insertion 
strategy with human DNA, these piglets will produce certain organs that could then 
be transplanted into humans without the rejection. Because, as you know, if you just 
take the animal—even the liver of another human being and put it into another 
human being, it will be rejected. Okay? But if you take my particular DNA and insert 
it into that pig, and the pig grows an organ, let’s say a liver or something, then this 
makes it possible for me to possibly absorb that new organ without it being rejected. 
Okay. So now we have some futuristic notion of science fiction in 1970 or 1940 
suddenly coming into fruition in 2002, at least in terms of the drawing board—that 
real people, molecular biologists and clinical medicine is conjuring up and playing 
with and cloning, and suddenly you’ve got a cloned mule. Yesterday, a cloned mule 
was announced. Well, mules can’t even clone themselves, you know, [laughs] mules 
haven’t evolved the capacity to regenerate. So now we’ve got not just science fiction, 
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you’ve got the actual capacity to clone a mule. All that’s to say, I do think the science 
fiction writers, projecting a trajectory of human imagination based upon the present, 
do actually have some possible influence, some interactive dynamic interplay with 
what happens in science. The science practitioners grow up in a culture, and the 
culture has certain images about what’s possible and what’s not. That may be an 
interesting connection. 

Wilmot: How much of what the public knows—and I guess I’m using this broad term, “the 
public,” but how much of what the public knows and understands do you think 
actually corresponds with what’s going on right now in the realm of genetics and 
biotechnology? 

Duster: Well, see, “the public,” on the topic of genetics, is much too broad. What I see are 
“publics.” And some publics are very informed. For example, if you’re in the public 
and you happen to have a gene disorder—let’s say the gene disorder is in the family: 
cystic fibrosis, Huntington’s Disease, Tay-Sachs—that particular part of the public is 
extremely well informed. They often go to websites and get the most recent 
downloads from NIH, and they can talk the talk better than people in clinical 
medicine. Why? They have an intense interest in the topic. So in my own research on 
genetic disorders, I’ve been struck by this kind of strange phenomenon, where the 
public, that, quote—you have the imagery of the “lay” population, the 
unsophisticated, unknowledgeable about science technology—actually, they know a 
lot, because they are motivated. Now, some people in this thing, well, I’ll call them—
they’re the vigilant, who are on top of all the science right away. And they come in to 
their counselor or they go into their physician, and they’re actually informing the 
physician about some of the new developments. Okay. I call that the very vigilant 
public. On the other hand, in the same families you get people who are vigorous 
deniers, who want to say, “No, no, not on my side of the family, none of this genetic 
disorder stuff.” And they bury their heads in the sand. They become ostriches, and 
they don’t want to know about it. Those are two extremes. 

Then there’s another public, a kind of a general public. And the general public, 
without regard to this specific public I talked about where you really have an intense 
desire to know about specific genetic stuff, then there’s this part of the population 
that is inclined to see not so much gene disorders like Huntington’s disease or Tay-
Sachs or sickle-cell, but they see genes and behavior, and they’re interested in mainly 
the interplay between genetics and let’s say—and you fill in all the blanks—
homosexuality, alcoholism, violence, criminality. So that’s another public where, in 
reading the newspapers or listening to the radio in the last decade, we’re bombarded 
with notions that they’ve discovered the genetics of some phenomena called violence 
or homosexuality. And that animates people’s conversations, so whether it’s barber 
shops, or cocktail parties, or a bowling alley, people are talking about the genes for—
and they fill in the blanks—genes for what? “I couldn’t help it, I mean, my genes 
made me do it.” And that could be anything, anything from, “I became an alcoholic” 
to “I have a low tolerance for pain.” Or, “I’m an abusive person, I abuse people 
because I’m just impulsively inclined that way.”  

So there is a public version of this, with genes and behavior, that I have seen change 
in the last decade. There’s a much more resonant receptivity to the idea that the genes 
make you do it. That’s a whole different world that the public is concerned about, 
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gene disorders like Tay-Sachs and sickle-cell and Huntington’s and chromosomal 
abnormalities like Down’s syndrome. People understand, “All right, you’ve got this 
particular chromosome abnormality, you’re going to have this problem.” Not much 
of a leap to think, “Oh, well, maybe I’ve got a gene for impulsivity, or shyness.” So 
the whole gene revolution that ushered in an understanding of gene disorders brought 
with it the imprimatur of legitimacy to talk about the genes for behavior. If you 
believe there’s a gene for sickle-cell, why not for intelligence? There’s a gene for 
Huntington’s, why not a gene for athletic ability? There’s this kind of a public 
integration of these ideas in an uncritical way. And I say uncritical because you have 
to know a little bit about the biology to understand that even something like sickle-
cell has high variability in clinical expression. That just means you could have the 
same gene, in the same family, and someone might live to be sixty with very few 
crises, someone else might have a lot of pain crises, and not live past thirty. So 
whether there’s a gene for something is too crude, much less a gene for intelligence 
or crime or violence. 

So, I guess the way I would summarize my response is that there are many publics 
out there around many different issues of genes, and it depends upon what aspect of 
the gene revolution that you’re talking about, whether I would say the public is 
informed or not, or animated, or engaged or not. I mean, most people could care less 
about gene disorders, unless it’s in their family. People care a lot about the genes for 
behavior whether or not it’s in their family. 

Now, the irony is, we know a lot more about genes for disorders than we know about 
the genes for complex behaviors. Yet people’s ideas, their anger, their passion is 
about the genes for behavior. You can get into a big conversation that gets really hot 
around the genetics of homosexuality. People are really animated by that 
conversation, because they’re committed and motivated on one side or the other, 
even though the evidence is not clear. 

On the other hand, the genetics of sickle-cell, unless you’ve got sickle-cell in the 
family, you’re bored by the topic. Even though the science is much more precise. We 
know about the molecular structure of the sickle-cell genetics, we know about that. 
We don’t know about the molecular structure of the genetics of any complex 
behavior, like homosexuality. We just don’t know. We’ve gotten markers on certain 
chromosomes that we think might be related. So you have to have enough knowledge 
about the complexities before you can even have a good conversation about this 
topic. And here’s where I think the public, the general public, is probably at a loss. 

Wilmot: But somehow very receptive to this conflation of narratives of race and biological 
determinism. 

Duster: Yes, and that goes back at least three centuries. We’re not going to suddenly get rid 
of race as biological, just because the molecular geneticists have declared that at the 
DNA level racial differences are not distinct. So—and it’s also because there are 
some counter-developments—it’s not just that at the DNA level we’re all alike—
that’s true up to a point. You know, there’s this figure, 99.9 percent we’re all alike. 
But that still means out of three billion base pairs, there are at least eight to ten 
million points of difference. Eight to ten million snips, they’re called. So the high 
technology permits us to go into the DNA and find these differences and patterns. 
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What I’ve been saying for the last few years, along with some of my colleagues, is 
that even though the first decade of the Human Genome Project said we’re all alike, 
the last few years they’ve concerned themselves with difference. And this difference 
is going to be magnified in the next decade by the computer technology capacity to 
go into the DNA and find what kinds of markers there are among these eight to ten 
million points of difference. So that’s what you are hearing now and will hear more 
in the next few years, about these technologies which will get at difference. There’s a 
Website called “DNA Print,” you can go to that Website and you can ask people, you 
can ask—you can pay them, I don’t know, a few hundred dollars and they will tell 
you that they will send you back information from your DNA sample, percent of your 
background that’s African, percent that’s European, percent that’s Native American. 
Now, some of us have said, you have to have a baseline for that. You can’t just say 
“percent of,” unless you have a baseline. I won’t get into technical arguments here 
that are not germane—what’s interesting is, again it’s in your question, what is it that 
impels us to want to return again and again, there’s this, almost a siren call to the 
racial distinction? And what is it in my background that I want to find out? Well, you 
want to find out what percent you are of x, y, or z. And this can be, you know, 
benign—it could be, “I just want to know who I am.” Or it can take the form, as 
we’re starting to see now in crime solving and forensics of much more serious 
questions, about who to bring in for interviews, so if you have a DNA dragnet, you 
haul in only people of a certain racial group and look at their DNA. That’s happened 
several times already. We’ve had DNA dragnets in several states in this country. 

My concern is, then, that once you start developing this DNA database with a 
racialized version of how you sort, you will find patterns; that’s what computers do, 
you’ll find patterns. And my concern is that people will then rush to the conclusion 
that these patterns in the DNA actually explain function, when all they’ve got is 
markers and correlations. This story that came out yesterday in the New York Times, 
this story about having caught a serial murderer or rapist, and they didn’t have 
enough quote of “a profile,” they sent to this organization, this place called “DNA 
Print.” According to this news story—I haven’t seen the database so I can’t 
corroborate it or not—the point is that public imagery, the point is the public imagery 
is now, with this story, “Ah, they can go into the DNA and find out what percentage 
black you are, what percentage African ancestry you are,” and with that, according, 
again, to the New York Times, that was an aid in solving this crime. Now, I think 
that’s a powder keg. That’s an explosion waiting to happen. Because if that starts to 
be the public understanding of where this is headed, whoa. A re-inscribing of race at 
the biological level is inevitable. 

Wilmot: Well, that brings me to another question. I’m wondering if you can paint a picture for 
me of the big money interests that stand to reap a profit. Big money interests is 
maybe the wrong word. 

Duster: I understand. You know, one of the things that you keep hearing from those who are 
trying to push this technology is that some day we’ll have the technology that permits 
us to have individualized medicine. So I’ll be able to use pharmacogenomic 
technology to tell you exactly whether or not you will respond to a drug in a positive 
or negative way. I’ll go into your DNA and I’ll find out whether or not you have 
particular alleles, genes which would make you responsive or not to a drug. If I see 
this pattern, you get this drug; this pattern, this other drug. So that’s what I call the 
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mantra, the mantra is individualized treatment. The trouble is, biotechnology firms 
are about markets, and markets are about collections of individuals, aggregates, never 
about individuals. So you want to market a drug to a group, and that’s where we 
come to the question of ethnicity, race, patterns. 

And in the last year we’ve seen two of these things happen. The first one was the 
BiDil, where they got this drug for, quote, “African Americans.” Even though the 
drug did not work for a large population, BiDil—it’s B-i-D-i-l, and the company is 
NitroMed—NitroMed decided they would try to get a clearance from the Food and 
Drug Administration to get this drug marketed to black people. It’s called the first 
ethnic drug. And again, on their website they’ll tell you exactly what they’re doing. 
They’re claiming that African Americans have a deficiency of nitric oxide and that 
this drug will increase the supply of this deficiency, and it will help black people 
because they historically have higher rates of hypertension. 

Now, the black cardiologists are on board. They say, “Yeah, let’s go ahead with this.” 
That makes it very difficult because now we’ve got the biotechnology companies 
saying, “We want to go ahead with this, it’s for black people.” We’ve got black 
cardiologists saying it’s a good thing, looking for the first time at a problem that 
black people have more than white people, namely hypertension. Wow! We’ve got 
this race and genetics link in pharmacology and pharmacotoxicology, and also in 
forensics, the reinsertion of race in biology. Because the claim is that this drug, 
BiDil, doesn’t help white people, it helps black people, but here’s the language, “A 
66 percent increase in the capacity of blacks to deal with nitric oxide insufficiency, 
almost no difference among white people.” So here we have a drug about to go—it’s 
more than clinical trials, it will come out within the next short period, with the 
results, in about six months. So that’s part one. 

Part two is the VaxGen AIDS drug. Now, this company spent several years and a lot 
of money doing this clinical trial. They had this AIDS drug. People got either the 
AIDS vaccine, or they got a placebo. It turned out that in the big sample of over 
5,000, there was no difference. 5.8 percent, 5.7 percent, placebo versus the AIDS 
vaccine, didn’t make any difference who got AIDS, who got HIV infection. 
However, in a very small sub-sample of less than about 350 African Americans, with 
an N of about fifteen people, they claim that there was a huge difference in how this 
AIDS vaccine impacted black people. So the report in the newspaper the next day 
was, “Big trial a bust, however, real hope that this drug is going to help black 
people.” 

Wilmot: I remember that, I remember that headline. 

Duster: Right. And VaxGen’s stock, which had been going down in that first pronouncement, 
suddenly curved back up with the announcement about it being a help to black 
people. Now, a little bit of poetic justice here, the N was so small that people began 
quickly to say, “You can’t make any kind of a judgment based on an N of fourteen. 
Only fourteen people were involved, about fourteen, fifteen people. So then the next 
day people began attacking the study and saying it was insubstantial. And VaxGen’s 
stock dropped once again. And I think they will pursue this topic, because they are 
after markets, after all. But here’s where we began this conversation, right, they start 
with the idea that it’s all about individuals, and, “I’m going to fine tune the 
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technology to individuals,” but we’re talking about markets, and how are we going to 
fine tune this to, quote, “African Americans” or to blacks? That’s where the money 
is. 

Wilmot: Yes. I was wondering, given that there’s this array of stakeholders, what does the 
strategy look like to kind of debunk or interrogate these ideas? What does that look 
like in the private sector, in the public sector? This is a huge question, but I’m really 
just asking about your strategies. 

Duster: Yes. Well, it’s again, as an academic, you do what you can do as an academic. I 
mean, I’m not an activist, I’m not a political actor on the political stage, so what I do 
is try to clarify issues and write about them in ways that people in policy positions or 
in, sometimes those people on corporate boards, if they hear about it, they might be 
informed. That’s about the extent of the strategy. I mean, I do occasionally consult 
for the government. There’s obviously the public sector wing called the Human 
Genome Project, and I have been for more than a decade involved in some 
consultative capacity talking with Human Genome Project people about what’s going 
on, on these topics. And the private realm usually takes the form of companies asking 
me if I will consult for them on ethical and social issues that their technology seem to 
be generating, and yet which they don’t have much of an understanding of the 
implications. So I’m often asked by private companies if I would look at their 
portfolio in some new development that they’re dealing with. I can’t disclose a lot of 
this because it would take me into a realm which is first of all too technical, and—but 
just in general I can say what you find often are sometimes well-intentioned people 
who look at something that’s developing and then say, “Wait a minute, we hadn’t 
thought about it that way; that was not our intention.” 

I’ll give you an example here with the DNA print. Because we were saying all these 
years that race is of no consequence. Of course people in the technology world, 
people like the chip makers, they’re not mindful, they weren’t concerned about race. 
So all of a sudden we have a chipmaker, Affymetrix, their chips are being used to 
claim that they can detect racial differences. So now these companies have to be 
thinking out loud for the first time, “What do we want here? What kind of 
Frankenstein monster have we put together? We have this chip technology, we can 
look at the DNA of people and make all these discernments of patterns in the DNA. 
And now some claimants are saying you can use that to predict race, ethnicity. What 
do we do about this, I mean, what is our moral, ethical, legal responsibility”? So, it’s 
often at that level that I’m asked to comment, suggest, review— 

Wilmot: From what you’ve said, I’m trying to understand still why these companies would be 
compelled to examine these issues in a way that they haven’t before. Like, what is the 
impetus? 

Duster: Let’s take the legal route. 

Wilmot: Okay. 

Duster: Let’s say, to give you a good example, Native Americans have access to certain 
resources in this country as a function of being Native American. Access to gambling 
casino ownership, fishing rights, and so forth and so on. But one must be affirmed as 
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being part of a tribe. Now, up until now, that affirmation or authentication has taken 
the form of the tribal council saying “yes” or “no,” or some other group. However, 
going back to 1887, there’s something called the—that’s not what it’s called, but it 
was legislation passed which defined “Indian-ness” in terms of degree of Indian 
blood. And now we’re getting people who are going to claim that they can be 
authenticated as Indian based upon this kind of technology. Now the stakes go up. 
This is not just talking about whether you or I think of ourself as being Indian or not, 
or black or not, or white or not. Now we’re talking about access to big resources. 
Gambling casino licenses maybe, okay? Rights.  

Now, a company that is the chip maker for such technology, which had not said in its 
original protocols for this work that it could be used that way, now finds itself 
confronting a problem. Suppose someone now sued and said, “We’re going to claim 
that these technologies are invalid or inappropriate. And we’re going to sue not just 
the company that’s doing the research, we’re going to sue the company that made the 
chip, that made the claim that this chip was effective in authenticating Native 
American-ness.” So the company that made the chip now has to say to itself, “Wait a 
minute, we perhaps should have a disclaimer. We should be saying, ‘This chip does 
not hold the capacity, given the way it’s constructed, to make these kinds of claims of 
authenticity for ethnicity and race.’” A label warning? “If you take this product and 
you’re pregnant you might have a birth defect.” Well, some companies now say, 
“Wait a minute, if you take our product and you use it that way, and we were to tell 
you it shouldn’t be used that way, otherwise we’re liable in a lawsuit about 
authenticity and race, ethnicity.” 

Wilmot: That’s so interesting because it’s this circular thing where it seems as if what makes, 
what brings the pressure to bear really is the history and sometimes absurd logic of 
our society when it comes to race. 

Duster: Yes, that’s inevitable, we’re not going to escape that history. And yet, a lot of science 
that goes on is unaware or often trying to regard that history as irrelevant, or not part 
of their department. “It’s not what we do. We do the science, we don’t do the social 
implications.” So until it hits them in the face, they’re not quite aware of the 
implications of some of these kinds of technologies and authentication of race. All of 
a sudden their legal department comes in and says, “Hey, you better be careful about 
the claims you’re making about these chip technologies.” 

Wilmot: Do you feel like you’ve had impact? How does your impact look? 

Duster: You know, it’s like a pebble in the water. You don’t know, you may see it ripple, but 
you don’t have any idea of the effect that you’re having. As an instructor, I may teach 
a class and there may be in the class 200 students. I’ll never know, maybe two of 
those students out of 200 were really effective in a way that was consequential, and 
then they’ll tell me twenty years later that they were. Or it may take the form of some 
of them going off and doing a kind of research that they wouldn’t otherwise do. But 
the truthful answer is that you almost never know the impact of what you’re doing in 
this kind of work. 

That’s true even when you have a structured situation where you’ve got a laboratory, 
people who have labs in the sciences and they have a clear set of pathways of who is 
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going to be in the lab, and of the products that come out of it and so on. Even they 
don’t know the impact of their work. They have some notion that there are citation 
indexes, that people are citing their work. But it’s hard to know the impact of your 
work. You have to, in some ways, wait and sometimes people will tell you years later 
that it had some small impact. [laughs] And sometimes you will never know. 

Wilmot: You don’t get much feedback from people, or—? 

Duster: Yes, but you can’t trust feedback. That feedback is often through the lens of people 
who really want to make you feel good because they are—well, for whatever reason. 
Or, you know, make you feel badly for whatever reason. [laughs] 

Wilmot: Okay. Do you think the increased kind of demand for—has there been an increased 
demand for your presence in the corporate environment?  

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: Specifically in biotechnology companies, and do you feel that, in the experience that 
you’ve had thus far, does it seem like that’s a place where you can affect change? 

Duster: No. I would say it would be naive of me to think that I was altering the course of the 
development of either intellectual thought or the course of product development in 
biotechnology. I think the most likely effect I could have would be to get people in 
positions of authority and decision-making to be much more reflective about the 
implications of some of the technologies that are being developed, and therefore 
possibly more temperate, or cautious or, who knows? But no, I don’t think I’m in any 
way altering the direction of the course of biotechnology. No. 

Wilmot: And your interactions with individuals in these environments, do you sense that your 
help is welcome in those environments? 

Duster: Well, remember, you’re talking to a sociologist. And I actually believe that I have 
potentially more impact with institutions than with individuals. I actually believe that 
when I was on the ELSI [Ethical Legal Social Implications] working group for the 
Human Genome Project, even though it may have had a modest impact, you could 
actually see how the Congress would respond to certain kinds of recommendations 
coming out of the working group. The Americans with Disabilities Act actually 
included material on genetic discrimination as a function of some of that work. Now, 
that’s where I think one has an impact. But it’s not individual impact; it’s not as 
though I personally made this congressman think this way. But I was part of the 
structure of activity and organizational apparatus and that shifted some of the debate 
and got something happening over here. So I become part of a cog in the larger 
structure. 

Wilmot: That’s part of why I asked about your impacting individuals, because I’m 
understanding them as cogs in a larger structure. Hmm. When did you form the 
Rockridge Group? When did you become part of that? Is this related to, does this 
belong in this part of this conversation? 
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Duster: Yes, in some ways. Things come together in this world in very strange ways. The 
Rockridge Group formed, in large measure, in clear response to the attacks on 
affirmative action. It was in the 1994,‘95 period, when many of the faculty who were 
most vigorously engaged and concerned about the Regents’ action, the Regents’ 
impending actions to end affirmative action, got together and began to form a 
working group to see if we could counter this development. And I would say at the 
core of Rockridge there are about five or six people, now another four or five who are 
involved. At the time certainly there were about a dozen of us, but now there’s a core 
of five who remain active. And from the days after Prop. 209 passed, saw the need to 
continue to meet, to talk about issues because we didn’t see affirmative action as the 
issue, it was the way in which the issue had been framed that was interesting. None 
of us ever believed that affirmative action was the way to handle racial, ethnic 
stratification in America, it was simply a band-aid strategy, sometimes more effective 
in certain areas, but it certainly was not the way. So, let me see if I can bring some 
coherence to this response. 

Wilmot: When you refer to the other five active members, who are they? 

Duster: Jerry [Jerome] Karabel is a colleague in sociology; Kristin Luker, she’s at the law 
school and also in sociology; Larry Wallack, who was a professor of public health at 
Berkeley, later he went to the University of Oregon, to chair their public health 
program. He’s still a part of the Rockridge Group. Later on, we were joined by Fred 
Block and Carole Joffe. Fred Block is a professor at UC Davis and so is Carole Joffe, 
her interests are in reproductive rights. Later we were joined by Ruth Rosen, who is a 
columnist at the SF Chronicle. And some of the core group rotated away, so we just 
didn’t—they were not sustained. And George Lakoff, a linguist, is very much central 
to the Rockridge Group. There are others who are involved, let me think—no, that’s 
enough. 

Wilmot: You can add more later if you like. 

Duster: Okay, so here’s the connection. George Lakoff wrote a book called Moral Politics, 
and that book is all about reframing the public debate, how—in some ways he says 
that the right wing has captured the imagination of the American people by framing 
the debate in terms of strong—what he calls “strict father.” And he says that the 
progressives, that the Left, that the liberals have been kind of wishy-washy talking 
about—they’re much more concerned about helping and nurturing in society, but 
they haven’t got a message that’s coherent. So that the power of the right wing is that 
they’ve been coherent and forceful, and determined and decisive in how they’ve 
gotten their message across. Okay, without regard to the details again, it’s not 
important, the important thing is that I suppose what Rockridge is interested in doing 
is helping to reframe the debate in America so that we’re not talking only about 
markets as the singular source of moral authority, of justice and equality, that most of 
the debate in the last fifteen to twenty years, beginning with the Reagan revolution, 
but going on through even the Clinton period, has been dominated by those who 
would say, “Government is bad, markets are good.” And when the Soviet Union 
collapsed in 1989, 1990, somewhere in there, that hegemonic development on the 
world stage, that markets can and should determine everything in human experience, 
anything from whether or not you see the opera or not; if NPR can’t hold its own in 
the market, the government should not be in there supporting it. Anyway, the point is, 
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Rockridge sees this as a very dominant debate that’s been overwhelmingly successful 
on the Right, that markets determine everything, and that what we’d like to do is 
engage that debate, not with more data, not with showing, “No, it’s not true,” but 
rather getting a way of reconceptualizing, or in George Lakoff’s term, reframing the 
terms of the discourse. It’s not just about “markets are everything.” 

Wilmot: How do you go about doing that, as a group? 

Duster: Well, yes. Yes. [laughs] How does one reframe a debate? Well, obviously it’s not— 

Wilmot: Especially a debate that’s so firmly entrenched and corroborated. 

Duster: Yes. It’s not like instant coffee, you don’t do it overnight, you don’t pour hot water 
over it. You have to think strategically over the short and long term, there are short-
term strategies and long-term strategies. I don’t have anything coming close to the 
answer; I may have one of a number of what could be called an answer to a certain 
part of the debate, and now let’s take this into the area we just talked about, which is 
coming full circle. 

So, there is a tendency, and has been for the last period, to reframe the whole 
question about welfare, crime, poverty. In the sixties it was all about how we had to 
think about getting the government to help people who had been excluded. The war 
on poverty is about the government. With the Reagan revolution, and then Gingrich 
and so on, then the pull of Clinton to the center, the war on welfare was complete, 
was completely decisive and won by those who said, “Get off welfare, get on your 
own feet, get a job.” Well, when employment is full, or when it’s nearly full, that’s 
one thing. When employment is reaching a level of 30, 40 percent in certain sub-
groups and communities, unemployment rather, then is this really a matter for 
markets? And when markets fail—as they are failing, around the globe currently, 
they are failing decisively and dramatically—to reduce unemployment patterns, then 
what’s the role of government and the welfare state? 

When you see persistent poverty in a particular group, and you have an alternative 
explanatory force, namely genetics and race, that can be very seductive. So rather 
than saying the problem is that the government—pardon me, that the private sector 
has failed, if you can come up with a theory which says, “Those people at the bottom 
of the social structure are there not because government failed, or private sector 
failed, they’re there because they failed.” And they failed because of their genetics, 
their social—well, no—it is this seduction to the idea that people’s conditions can be 
explained in a large measure by their own failures. Now, in a market economy, the 
idea is that if you just work hard, persevere, get a job, you’ll be employed. If you 
can’t get a job, it’s not the market’s fault, it’s your fault. Well, why is it your fault? 
Well, it could be your fault because you just don’t have the capacity. So why is 
unemployment much higher in the black community than in other communities? 
Maybe it’s got to do with race, race and biology. 

Wilmot: I’m not sure you answered my question, but I’m not sure it was an answerable 
question. 

Duster: [laughs] Your question, let’s go back to your question. 
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Wilmot: It was, how do you reframe the issue? 

Duster: Yeah. 

Wilmot: The terms of debate. 

Duster: The terms of the debate are about markets. 

Wilmot: Yes. 

Duster: And you have to show that that frame is itself destructive, that it’s circular, that it can 
never be proved wrong. A market analysis of the conditions of black people, for 
example, is tautological and circular. If blacks are doing well in the market, it’s 
because, well, they pulled themselves up by their own bootstraps. If they’re doing 
poorly, it’s because they couldn’t. 

Wilmot: Troy, are you talking about socialism? 

Duster: You know—socialism is about government owning industry. This debate was very 
current in the sixties in Sweden and in England. People made the mistake of thinking 
that the Swedes were more socialistic than the British. It turns out that if you look at 
the actual ownership of industry, Britain was more socialist than Sweden. However, 
Sweden had the much more extensive social welfare system. That is, the distribution 
of benefits to the population based upon high taxation. So this confusion between 
government role, owning industry or owning the railroads or owning, versus 
government playing this powerful role as the safety net, is a very complex one. It 
appears to be the case that in America we’ve been in the last place if you’re talking 
about either one. I mean, we were far behind the Swedes with social welfare 
programs. Taxation, for example, at my income level in Sweden in the seventies was 
at about 55 percent. That’s high taxation, with distribution of benefits to people at the 
bottom of the social structure. So any Swede could go into any hospital, and they got 
complete medical care for free. Socialism, on the other hand, was where the state, 
and in the case of Great Britain, owned lots of industries, whether it was the railroads 
and so on, and then they hopefully would use their capacity to have high employment 
patterns and distribute jobs based upon other things besides nepotism. But anyway, 
that’s also problematic, because as everybody knows, in socialism there are abuses, 
and people, even though the state is in charge, could have state ownership where the 
people in charge of the state factories hire their buddies and their friends. So you 
don’t get rid of nepotism necessarily by having socialism [laughs], and that was part 
of the structure of the fall of the socialist societies of the old Soviet Union and the 
Eastern Bloc, were full of patronage, so even though it was quite socialist, it didn’t 
circumnavigate the problem of structured privilege. 

No, I’m not talking about socialism. I’m talking about social redistribution of wealth. 
If it takes the form of socialism sometimes— 

Wilmot: We’re at about—well, we have maybe six more minutes left on this tape. There’s 
something I’m trying to understand, which is like the constellation when people talk 
about race, genetics, biology—actually, really just genetics—and I’m thinking, and I 
wanted to ask for your help in trying to understand this constellation and I’m thinking 
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of thinkers like Dorothy Nelkin and Laurence Tancredi and [Richard] Lewontin, and 
I’m trying to understand how they relate to each other. And this is very brief because 
I actually just have a question that’s built on that. So my question is, who is in the 
same area? Is Lewontin in the same place with Tancredi and Nelkin? 

Duster: Yes, but at a different level. That is, Lewontin has for many years talked about how 
the DNA was not the right level of analysis for explaining all kinds of higher and 
complex issues. He thought that molecular biologists were too reductionist. I mean, 
that’s the easy phrase, “too reductionist.” And he’s been saying it for thirty years. 
Dorothy Nelkin and Tancredi in the book on Dangerous Diagnostics were making a 
similar point, but in a particular arena that has to do with how you use the diagnostic 
power to deliver pharmaceuticals to people and make huge mistakes because you’re 
too reductionist. So there is a relationship between what Lewontin is saying in a kind 
of a global way, “Reductionism is a blind alley and it has gone too far in molecular 
biology.” And what Tancredi and Nelkin are saying, they talk about the way in which 
diagnostic tools are being used ineffectively. So they’re being more specific to a 
particular pharmacological problem, while Lewontin is much more of the general 
theorist. Lewontin was one of the persons who is most credited with the attempt to 
dismantle the idea that there is a biological basis to races. Nelkin and Tancredi’s 
book, when you’re talking about Dangerous Diagnostics, does not deal with that 
issue very much. They’re concerned maybe with the way in which biotechnology 
firms have jumped on board with the notion that they can deliver drugs to certain 
populations with greater or less effect. 

Wilmot: Well, what I was wondering is, what kind of an ear do they get? At the industry and 
governmental level, policy level rather. 

Duster: In an administration that’s trying to affirm biotechnology, I think they’re dismissed. I 
think Lewontin is not taken seriously by policy makers in the biotechnology area. 

Wilmot: Okay. Let’s stop for a minute, and we’ll see if we want to go further. 

[End Audio File 16] 

[Begin Audio File 17] 

Wilmot: I wanted to ask you a question about what it means to be an insider? What does that 
mean, to be an insider in the genetic biotechnology industry? Industry is not right, but 
area rather. 

Duster: Okay. Well, depending upon where one is positioned, it sounds very much like 
postmodern, poststructuralist theory. One will see me either as insider or outsider. So 
if you are part of the Human Genome project you would certainly call me an outsider 
because only those doing the molecular biological work or the lab work or advocates 
for the project would be insiders. So the people doing the ethical, legal, social issues 
work on the Human Genome project were outside that project. They were 
commenting on it. They were not insiders. On the other hand, if you were not part of 
any other project and you looked at me and my group, you’d say, “Oh, you were 
insiders,” because we were certainly consulting the project. We were certainly—
those of us who received research funding to pursue work on aspects of the social 
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implications were clearly perceived as insiders by those who didn’t get funded. 
[laughs] Okay. Or, if I sat on a review panel to give out funding, as I did, I would be 
the insider. So again, it depends entirely on where one is positioned. People in 
molecular biology on the project would see anybody who was a sociologist or a legal 
scholar as an outsider. Because only those doing the actual empirical research or 
getting the funding were the insiders. Now, with that frame, let me try to answer your 
question. It’s like walking a tightrope again because one audience that I have on the 
project are the microbiologists. I’m telling them frequently about what are the 
unexamined, inadvertent, social implications of what they regard as simply the 
inexorable march of science. So I would on council meetings say things like, “Well, 
you see this as simply getting tissue samples. You simply see getting a wide array of 
tissue samples from a population and doing research on it. That’s what you do, 
you’re scientists.” The interesting question, of course, for those of us in social and 
legal and ethical studies is, where did those samples come from? What permission do 
you have to pursue this research? What did you tell people when you collected the 
data? And so on. So that those questions I direct towards the scientists, tell them, 
“It’s not just a decontextualized actor floating in the air looking at a body of tissue 
samples. Where did they come from? And, what are you going to do with them? 
What is the implication of having research?”  

Okay, let’s take breast cancer. They believe that you simply publish results saying 
breast cancer research indicates that a group of women A versus group of women B 
have more or less breast cancer. The test is based upon the DNA. But, that’s a good 
thing. Okay? That would be, quote, “the scientific view”—just do the research, say 
who has got higher risk of breast cancer and who doesn’t. Wait a minute! Just saying 
that you have higher risk of breast cancer, what has that got to do with whether or not 
we can cure you or treat you? And if all I can tell you is that you’ve got a higher 
breast cancer risk, that’s all I can tell you, I can’t treat you or cure you, I can’t give 
you anything which is like even a strategy of intervening which is going to reduce 
your breast cancer risk—information goes to insurance companies or your 
employer—I am not doing you any service. I have done you a harm. So the audience 
there, again on the inside, I’m telling people from this point of view, “You are 
looking at this in a way which is not going to really be productive.”  

Actually I will tell a story which is I think interesting. [flips through paper] When the 
Human Genome project began it had about seven working groups. One group of 
experts to deal with technical issues around mapping and sequencing, one group 
dealing with questions of access to data collection and so on, so all these different 
groups were dealing with different aspects. Only one of the seven groups was dealing 
with ethical, legal, social implications; it was called the ELSI working group. And 
that group is the one that I was on. After seven years, I joined the group in about 
1993, 1994. It had been going on for about four years, there had been rotation, but I 
rotated on the group after its first four years. Three years later, there was a conflict 
between the administration of the Human Genome project and the ELSI working 
group, which I think I’ve alluded to before with respect to the Bell Curve. 

Wilmot: Yes. That was an allusion. 

Duster: Yes. A difference in opinion about, and we thought interest conflict—because the 
Human Genome project leadership could and should push the Human Genome 
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project. That is what they are supposed to be doing. But we were funded by them. 
And our task was to be much more the critic, the watchdog, the ones who were 
saying, “Wait a minute.” And yet there was this conflict. So what happened? Okay, 
you have a conflict, well, they created a commission to investigate, to review—a 
blue-ribbon task force to review the ELSI working group and its mission. At that 
point, I was chair of this ELSI working group and I was called to a hearing to testify 
about what was going on, what was my point of view about the conflict. And I gave 
my point of view and then one of the members of the review panel of the task force, 
the blue ribbon task force, asked a question. He said, “How do you explain the fact 
that the first six working groups have all done their business and have disbanded and 
gone home? That only your group, the ELSI Working Group are still in business after 
seven years of the Human Genome project? How do you explain that?” Well, that 
was a huge fat softball for me—because I said, “All the other working groups could 
answer the questions in sequence. They could say, ‘You want to get this technology 
done? You want to understand the human genome sequence this way? Here is a 
strategy. Go and do it that way.’ Make it and disband.” The nature of what was 
happening with the implications of this work, that as discoveries are made with the 
human genome, new kinds of ethical issues emerge that you could not have imagined 
at the beginning. 

Wilmot: Yes.  

Duster: And I gave the example of breast cancer research. I said, for example, that we did not 
know three years ago that with BRCA 1 and 2—the breast cancer gene—the first data 
bank would indicate that Jewish women of Ashkenazic ancestry would have a higher 
rate of breast cancer from this particular gene. We couldn’t know that, could we? 
Now we know it, and that produces a whole new set of issues, which are ethical, 
legal, and social for that group and not for this group. Had we discovered that, for 
example, Italian and Greek women had had a higher rate of BRCA 1 and 2, it would 
be different ethical, legal, and social issues to address than had there been “black 
women,” or “Jewish women,” or “Muslim women,” or so forth and so on. So I said, 
“The reason why the ethical, legal, and social issue working group cannot disband 
and should never disband is because there are emergent issues with social life around 
the genetics of this, as opposed to what I call the reductionist attitude and strategy of 
people in molecular biology where you solve the problem and you go home.” So, 
now back to your question.  

Wilmot: How was that heard? How was that heard when you responded that way? 

Duster: Well, they had no choice. I was speaking with the kind of authority of truth that many 
of them knew. They can’t say, “Oh no. You are wrong.” I mean I am clear. And I can 
give other examples, and I did, which were as persuasive. You can’t simply say, 
“Why don’t you just do your work and go home?” Every discovery—let’s say I have 
a discovery about the genetics of, lets take the example I used earlier—
homosexuality. That creates a whole new set of protocol issues with respect to 
gayness in this society. Then if you say it’s not at all genetic, or, you have some 
notion of how much genetics it is. Well—genetics of violence. Among which 
groups? And so on. These are emergent issues. You cannot understand them until 
they are, quote “on the table.” 
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So now, you said “What’s it like being an insider?”  

Wilmot: What does that mean really? Because I’m trying to understand what the structures 
are— 

Duster: Sure. And like I said, it depends upon where you are located. The people doing lab 
work on the Human Genome project regarded me as an outsider—sometimes 
irrelevant and a gadfly, and pest, and sometimes maybe as too knowledgeable a pest 
for what they would like to see happen [laughing]—just—go away. 

Wilmot: On an ethics committee. [laughs]  

Duster: Yeah, [laughs] and so on and so on. Now, talking to people on the outside. I go out 
and I give public talks. I am often invited to give public lectures. And in that 
audience, when I am giving a public lecture, I am introduced (several years ago) as 
the chair of the ethical, legal, and social issues commission of the Human Genome 
project. I am the insider as far as they are concerned. I mean, I am the quintessential 
insider as far as they are concerned. “Tell us, Mr. Duster, what is happening on the 
inside of the Human Genome project.” Okay? Now, to that audience what I am doing 
is trying to play this role of translator. I am trying to tell them what is happening, 
give them a feel for the texture and content of interesting ideas that are either 
developing, on the drawing board, about to explode upon the public consciousness, 
and in some ways trying to equip them with language and understanding to pursue a 
certain line of inquiry that would get them more informed so that I tell them, “Read 
these articles. Go to this site. Look at these issues and see what you think.” So in that 
situation I see my role not so much as the—what should I call it—as the expert, 
saying, “Here is what is happening.” Rather, I see myself as a conduit. I say, “You 
want to learn more about this topic? Here are fourteen different sources that you 
wouldn’t know about unless you heard from someone like me, who has been on the 
‘inside.’”  

So, that’s the quick answer to your question. I’m an insider to some groups who don’t 
know much about this topic. I for example was invited to Colombia University to a 
big conference of a group called We Act. And I was one of the keynote speakers and 
one of the other speakers was from the National Cancer Institute, and he had a view 
which was trying to explain what’s happening for cancer research and genetics and 
was quite, obviously, sympathetic to the project. My talk was mainly trying to tell 
them, as activists, where I thought they could be very effective in finding out more 
and then of course having some impact on public policy if they pursued certain kinds 
of issues. So. [raps on table as if finished]  

Wilmot: Who else was on the—how many people were on the ELSI committee with you?  

Duster: I think—I don’t know the exact figure, but probably about a dozen people in total.  

Wilmot: Yeah, too many to name.  

Duster: I could name a few. David Cox, Stanford geneticist. I mentioned Dorothy Nelkin. 
She just died last week.  
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Wilmot: Nelkin.  

Duster: Nancy Wexter at Colombia University. She was the first chair of the ELSI working 
group. Jonathan Beckwith, a molecular biologist at Harvard. Just written an 
interesting book on his journey. It’s sort of an autobiographical account of his life as 
a scientist and doing this kind of work. Robert Cook-Deegan, public policy expert in 
Washington. A philosopher—let me think of his name, I can see his face, it will come 
to me. That is a start.  

Wilmot: Okay. I think I want to close for today, but I have a question for you. It’s a closing 
question. And it is, if you were to name your top four favorite books of all time, what 
are they? 

Duster: [laughs] That’s hard. In the world in which I spend a good part of life, mainly the 
academic world, I would say Karl Mannheim’s Ideology and Utopia, which is a 
book, that one—that I—can go back to over and over again for more insights. Books 
that I really find fascinating are the ones that I can reread and find insights in. I 
would therefore put—in literature I would put Proust there—one of the last volumes 
of the series, I think its called The Sweet Cheat Gone.  

Wilmot: From? 

Duster: It is a series of books. [Remembrance of Things Past] And the book that I find 
remarkably full of insights is Proust, The Sweet Cheat Gone. Now, wow, favorite 
books. Different points in my life I have had different favorites. I don’t have all-time 
favorites. A period when I was in my twenties I may have thought this book was a 
great book. With movies too, you think, wonderful, and then you see them years later 
and think, now wait a minute, that wasn’t that great of a movie. And I think 
sometimes with books that might be the case. Anna Karenina, by Tolstoy. I would 
certainly make that a book at the top of that list for much of my life. I am not sure 
what I would do now if I went back and read it, but certainly—I think I’ve read it two 
or three times, I have always thought it was a magnificent piece of literature. So what 
have we got here?  

Wilmot: That is three. [laughs] 

Duster: Tolstoy, Mannheim, and who else have I named here? Proust. 

Wilmot: So in your twenties what was that book that you thought was the most amazing?  

Duster: Oh, I think at the time—well, again, I didn’t really have a ranking, I didn’t really say 
that this is the best book I have ever written, but I remember being very much 
enthralled by the kind of simplicity and clarity of thought in Grapes of Wrath, by 
Steinbeck.  

Wilmot: Right. 

Duster: When I was in my twenties. I didn’t like, for example, much of Hemingway. The 
language of Hemingway seemed to me to be less to the point and I thought that 
Steinbeck had it—both the understanding of workers’ situation and what was 
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happening in Oklahoma—the Okies, or what was that great book he wrote—The 
Grapes of Wrath. 

Wilmot: Is it The Pearl? 

Duster: Hmm? 

Wilmot: Is that Steinbeck, The Pearl? 

Duster: I don’t remember. 

Wilmot: So that is your twenties. I’m like, oh, this is a good theme that we have outlined. And 
your thirties? 

Duster: [laughing] I don’t have that kind of memory. I don’t remember what I thought was a 
great book in my thirties. I do remember some of those books from my twenties 
where I thought, this is really good stuff. 

Wilmot: Yes. 

Duster: We are already up to four now. [laughs] 

Wilmot: Oh, five is actually the right number.  

Duster: Oh, recently, I’ve been very impressed with Louis Menand’s book, Metaphysical 
Club. Tour de force it seems to me, a kind of masterful overview, a book that’s 
impressed me more than most I’ve read in the last decade, that’s Menand.  

Wilmot: Good, well, let’s close there.  

[End of Audio File 17] 
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Interview 12: June 24, 2003 
 
[Begin Audio File 18] 
 
[Note: interview starts about 12 minutes in due to recording equipment problems] 

Cándida Smith: I had wanted to ask you about the literature on race. What you agree with, what you 
disagree with, what you find useful, what you find—I’m not talking about the 
Shockley people— 

Duster: I understand. 

Cándida Smith: But the people within the field, people who seriously address the issues of race. I 
think of Sandra Harding as being an important person vis-à-vis science, history of 
science, and Lewontin certainly, vis-à-vis genetics, Patricia Williams— 

Duster: Right. Well, let’s take a little bit of a quick historical backdrop. The way in which 
race enters into the social science lexicon mainly in this century, in the last century, 
was through psychology, was through Gordon Allport’s classic work on prejudice. 
And for a long time, sociologists came at the topic through the lens of prejudice and 
discrimination. It was almost always about how we can mitigate racial problems by 
subverting, lessening, getting people to not be so prejudiced—a personal rendering of 
race relations. And from there the next step after the Allport—I would almost say—
hegemony, the notion that prejudice and discrimination, prejudice anyway, was 
personal, was a step towards discrimination. So then you move to some sociologists, 
I guess around this period in the fifties and sixties saying, “Well, even if you’ve got 
people who are not prejudiced, they can still discriminate.” So they had examples 
of—there was a famous set of studies by [Richard] LaPiere and he got people to say 
what their prejudices were. But then when you took this Chinese family into these 
restaurants and hotels, they got served. LaPiere’s great insight was, “Well, people can 
be prejudiced, but still not discriminate.” So we had this kind of fourfold thing, okay. 
The field then began to get more complicated. You could have prejudice and not 
discriminate and discriminate without being prejudiced, because barber shop owners 
would say, “Well, I personally am not prejudiced, but my clients won’t come in if 
you have a black person in this barbershop.” I think that dominated the whole field. 
Now, the anthropologists of race were busily debunking the biological frame. Ashley 
Montagu and that whole crowd at mid-century were really saying “no” to the 
biological version of race while the sociologists were saying, “Let’s complicate the 
Allport prejudicial individual frame.” Okay. Now in this period comes a big 
explosion—the late fifties, early sixties—the movement. And you can’t really pull 
apart the movement from the social theory that is going on. There is a relationship 
between what is happening out in the street in society and social theorizing. It is 
quickly, it seems to me that the—wow, this is hard to distill, but—the notion that 
there was a colonial model of race relations which Stokely Carmichael and [Charles] 
Hamilton first proposed, that America was like a colonial relationship, that is, you 
had an internal colonial analogy between the mother country, the British who would 
control, and then they would have the colonized people. And then the colonized elite, 
so that the African elite were acting more and more like their colonial masters, they 
would get trained at Oxford and Nkrumah comes to Nebraska, and so on. So you 
have a notion that America is like that. The internal colonial model of race relations 
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began to, in the sixties and the early seventies, have a certain kind of resonation. That 
is a pretty far leap from personal prejudice [laughs]—the occasional discrimination at 
the bowling alley, or later on of course with voting. And the thing about the Civil 
Rights Movement was that it elevated the discrimination issue into the political 
realm, because discrimination was not just about whether or not you get to go the 
bowling alley, but whether you get to vote, whether you get to have a job, and so 
forth. When you have access to housing loans, and when you have access to all kinds 
of resources in society. That is the general background, my notion that theories of 
race from about 1935 to1940, up through the middle sixties, have all this stuff going 
around, personal prejudice, discrimination, interior colonial model, and it wasn’t 
really until Herb Blumer’s classic essay on race relations—he called it “Race 
Prejudice as a Function of Group Position”—that was published I think in the late 
fifties or early sixties—and that spun out for the first time theoretically, a fascinating 
sociological theory that race was about relationships, as opposed to a quality of 
individuals or of groups. I mean, whites became white only in connection to black 
people. Race relations was therefore all about maintaining privilege vis-à-vis those 
who didn’t have it. So Blumer and then later on a number of the students and most 
importantly I think David Wellman, began to really push this idea that you couldn’t 
think about race sociologically without seeing it as access to group privilege and 
group position. And notice a complete inversion now from the Allport notion that it is 
all about personal prejudice.  

Now, so lets segue up quickly thirty years into the present. Because that debate—
that’s never really gone away, people still have that one, people I found useful and 
interesting. One of them was a guy named Sidney Willhelm, he wrote a book called 
Who Needs the Negro? It was back in the sixties and it was regarded as quite 
contentious. People didn’t want to hear this. It was, it wasn’t apocalyptic, about 
genocide. It just said, well, you know, for 250 years, black labor was necessary, but 
now we are into a post-industrializing nation. So this group of people, where you had 
at the base of the economic, political, social order who were doing all the menial 
labor, now that you had machines, they are going to come in and take over that stuff, 
we are going to have no need for the Negro. And it was called, Who Needs the 
Negro? And I especially thought that was apt, and would prefigure my thinking about 
race relations in the last twenty or thirty years because it helped me understand the 
whole issue of incarceration. And the drug war. So the drug war for me was not the 
drug war, it was Sidney Willhelm, [laughs] Who Needs the Negro? We don’t need 
this group of people any more who have this atrophying relationship to the economy.  

So I guess that would be my response, Richard, that there are three or four key kinds 
of pivotal points in the last thirty years which helped me understand race relations. 
One of them was the colonial analogy, but it had limits. And the big limit of the 
colonial analogy was transparent. You could tell the English to go home. [laughs] 
You could tell the Dutch and the Boers even—they didn’t go home, but you got the 
picture. But America was 75 to 80 percent mother country. And they were right here. 
So you couldn’t just throw off the yoke of colonialism and therefore have a—and that 
was huge problem with the colonial analogy. Because its protocol, its injunction for 
action, its way of addressing social movements, were coming against this huge block. 
What are you going to do, if that’s your analysis, what are you going to do when the 
colonial power can’t go home? [laughs] So there was an insight, and I think the 
insight also—I remember in the same period, Albert Memmi’s book The Colonizer 
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and the Colonized. [Boston: Beacon Press, 1965] I think Fanon and Memmi 
influenced Carmichael and Hamilton and Blauner, but with this little problem about 
what you do with a colonial power when it’s right in your face and it ain’t going 
anywhere. So the colonial analogy, the Blumer position about group position and 
relationships between groups as central to race relations, Sidney Willhelm, Who 
Needs the Negro? I think those were the major influences upon me and my thinking 
about race.  

And the last decade I have been struck by the resurgence of old-line thinking about 
race, that, “Really folks, you just get over personal relations and you just get rid of 
your personal prejudice, and we’ll be all right. Just get rid of race!” How to get rid of 
race? Stop thinking in racial terms. So the structural embeddedness of race relations 
is no longer part of much of the right-wing or centrist or liberal position on race 
because it has gone back to the almost unreconstructed Allport position, that it is all 
about people feeling towards each other as equals. Just get rid of—this is [Ward] 
Connerly-an. At least the rhetoric of the Thernstroms, the rhetoric of the right wing 
and a lot of the liberals who don’t want to see anything happening with respect to 
race. I mean I heard this morning Abigail Thernstrom on NPR and she was waxing 
angrily about the Supreme Court decision. And her language was very much the 
language of the 1950s. That we are casting the problem of race into racial categories, 
giving people privilege based upon race as if that’s not what race has always been 
about. So her reading of history is that for the first time [laughs] in the last decade or 
since affirmative action, we are casting race in terms of privilege, when of course 
from my point of view, the Thernstroms are fundamentally ahistorical and wrong in 
thinking that race was never about privilege. It has always been about privilege. So, 
that’s good enough. [chuckles] 

Cándida Smith: Okay. Do you find critical race theory interesting or valuable? 

Duster: Yes. I think the contribution of critical race theory for me was that it was very much 
focused upon the institution of the law. The major critical race theorists were 
obviously lawyers, and so they came through this racist property—I think Cheryl 
White’s [sic, Cheryl I. Harris] essay was quite wonderful. In the collection on critical 
race theory and—I’ve forgotten its name. [Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings 
that Formed the Movement] It doesn’t matter. It was a wonderful essay in that 
selection which sets the stage for white privilege in law. And of course Ian Haney 
López’s work and a few others have drawn this out further. [Richard] Delgado and 
Pat Williams have done good work on critical race and I think it’s because they saw 
the inscription of race into legal taxonomies that others have not investigated, that is, 
white legal scholars had not invested themselves in analysis of how the structures of 
privilege were so much involved in unexamined legal principles. And that’s what I 
think critical race theory did. And, I think, therefore helps social scientists see that 
much crisper and clearer.  

Cándida Smith: I was just involved with a faculty roundtable on the American Cultures breadth 
requirement. And not surprisingly in the faculty discussion there were two poles: one 
was of much more social dynamic, social stratification focus, the other was culture 
and interconnection and autonomy. People didn’t divide up in social science versus 
humanities; the poles seemed to spread the—straddle that. 
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Duster: That’s interesting. I was invited to give the summation of that three-day conference 
on whiteness—you know about this? This is about five years ago; there was a big 
conference in Berkeley on whiteness studies. A lot of the big figures in whiteness 
studies were here. People like Dave Roediger and other historians and there were also 
many people who were—English, literature, cultural studies, so you have this full 
range. And I could not make much sense of the coherence of the conference. I mean, 
it just wasn’t there. And suddenly I had this epiphany on the last day. I said, okay, I 
know what I am going to say. And what I did was—and again this may be more 
significant in retrospect for how I think about race now than I would have had I not 
been given this task. I would say a good part of the conference was all about how 
race is arbitrary, whimsical, fluid, problematic, and we should not privilege it as this 
important category. A lot of people were talking about this, and how we should get 
past race. At the other pole were people who were talking about race in terms of its 
long historical, deeply embedded blah blah blah. So I had this little epiphany, I said, 
“Oh, okay, couldn’t both sides be right? Couldn’t it be true that race was arbitrary to 
whimsical, fluid, contingent, and also race is deeply structural?” And I don’t want to 
go into the details here, but the metaphor I was using—actually the analog—was to 
water, H2O. Everybody knows that it has got a solid state, a frozen—ice, a liquid 
state. It evaporates, condenses, comes down, freezes, and hits you. I said, “Well, race 
could be that way. Race could be, even in the same person in the same hour, could 
have all these different features. People could both think of it as being ludicrous, 
because I have been in situations where people would say to me, “You know, Troy, 
when we’re, say you are talking in my office, you are just Troy. We go down to 
Westwood Village”—UCLA years ago—“boy, do you become black.” What happens 
is that they then see me though the lens of those in the restaurant who see me as the 
only black person in the restaurant. This is with my colleague and very close friend, 
an anthropologist, who said to me, in the short space of half an hour I go from being 
his intellectual buddy, his friend, his colleague, where race recedes, evaporates, is 
gone. We head down into Westwood Village and the vapor condenses. [laughs] And 
suddenly I am very black in his eyes.  

Okay, so that was what—I felt, okay, I have got a handle on this thing that I wouldn’t 
otherwise have had if I hadn’t been given the task of trying to summarize this rather 
wide ranging bunch of humanist scholars, social scientists, and activists. There were 
activists who wanted to mobilize people politically. And then you really see it 
because some activists want to go obviously for class. They want a broad-based 
coalition across ethnic racial divides. They want to mitigate the whole issue of power, 
ethnicity, and race as a mobilizing category. They want to do something else. And 
others are saying, “No, no, no. You want to mobilize people to act? You got to get 
them where there is a visceral connection, and ethnicity, religion, race, those are the 
categories, not this abstracted notion that class is it.” It is hard to see class, especially 
on the West Coast. [laughs] You see it on the East Coast. But anyway, it’s hard to see 
class position, but you sure as hell can see their ethnicity and race right off the top. 
[snaps fingers] And people were saying, “We’re going to mobilize around that.” So 
the mobilization strategies at the conference also triggered an animated discussion 
about what is really important about race, as a mobilizing strategy or as a subverting 
strategy. You know, the old debate had been going on for a long time. Todd Gitlin 
and that group saying, well—what’s the title of his book? Twilight of Common 
Dreams?—that way back in the sixties, people could transcend ethnic and racial 
differences and see their class position. There was a huge movement that was 
coordinated and along comes what? Black Power. Brown Power. The women’s 
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movement. Along come the gays, what do they do? They fracture the consensus. The 
consensus was seen through the lens of the younger white males of the period as “We 
are all in this together.” And then the sixties fracture happens and we have, in Todd’s 
language, a fracture of common dreams—a twilight of common dreams.  

So that’s another way of answering your question. With whom do I disagree? I think 
all politics is identity politics. I don’t think class identity is any sharply different. I 
mean, E. P. Thompson, Making of the English Working Class, is all about people 
coming to understand through historical economic, political developments that they 
are a class. Identity and class are as tied up as identity and race. For me, it’s not as 
though once upon a time it was this grand thing called an amalgam that cut across all 
racial ethnic groups. No. No. There is no once upon a time. [laughs] There is always 
going to be politics.  

Cándida Smith: Well, as I think about the coalitions that come and go around the different issues that 
we’ve seen—affirmative action, divestment, the American Cultures requirement here 
on campus, the race and ethnicity requirements, and other campuses’ defense of 
affirmative action—the coalition inherently involves people who have different 
conceptions of what race is and what its place is. I could see it in the room where 
some people equate race with culture, which I couldn’t understand, but other people 
were so single-mindedly focused on race as social stratification, but nonetheless, 
people have to—these different positions have to be able to work together. The 
people with these different positions have to be able to work together if there is to be 
any chance of maintaining this momentum. 

Duster: Yeah. Well. And then you get the countering development of the last decade where 
increasingly strong voices among the colonized elite start arguing—you get more and 
more people of color in position of authority and power who act more like Albert 
Memmi’s colonized elite. Or more and more like that whole colonial analogy. And 
that’s why I don’t want to throw out that baby with the bath water. I don’t want to say 
that’s the wrong analysis. I just think it’s got this big problem at the end of it. But I 
do see the Clarence Thomases and the Ward Connerlys through this lens of people 
who make it and then turn around and say, “There is no problem. What is the 
problem? Let’s just get rid of race. Get rid of ethnicity. Let’s get rid of all these 
categories.”  

Cándida Smith: Nadine, do you want to take over?  

Wilmot: Okay. I think for the second part today we were hoping to return to UC Berkeley 
history and the Third World Strike; we’re bringing it back there. A while ago we 
were talking about the Third World Strike, but I have some follow-up questions to 
that interview. So if you can kind of shift gears, then we can go there. My first 
question was about—you were talking about being a mediator and a translator 
between students and administration. One of the things that you said in our 
conversation about the Third World Strike was: when you were exploring the images 
of political control, you were really interested in focusing on nodes of change, places 
where—let me just focus on this part. You were helping people look at nodes of 
change. I wanted to ask you if you could say a little bit more about what you did see 
as the pressure points, as the places where there was potential for change. 
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Duster: Well, I always thought that the citadel—the university—was a place where people 
did not really want to hear that basic change was necessary. The faculty at a place 
like Berkeley or any institution that regards itself as a vanguard, will have a faculty 
who want to keep its position as number one. We had a number of departments in this 
university that were rated number one—number one department of x, y, or z. So for 
young undergraduates to come along and challenge, and say, “We want to alter the 
university and make it more responsive,” is deeply threatening because that means 
that you might dilute the mission that made you number one. So I always felt that the 
problem was going to be that a node of change was not going to start with places 
like—let me take care of the cliché—a department of physics, or a department of 
philosophy that didn’t see itself as having any desire, any need for change. It might 
come from places in which it was much more clearly the case that there was fluidity, 
that it didn’t have to be that way, and so on. So I felt that if the students were to be 
successful, those of us who wanted change to be successful, we had to make two 
different kinds of arguments; we had to say that the construction of knowledge in 
history or the construction of knowledge in the political sciences was one of several 
paths, and that that path could be historically understood. You could do serious work 
on the history of a discipline and show how another version would have made a 
different intellectual tradition.  

So when it comes to the Third World College, what might be the points at which you 
could make an effective argument? Well, you wouldn’t start with fields which never 
even conceived of themselves as having this kind of problematic origins. You have to 
start with—let’s take a field like industrial sociology. I could tell my colleagues, “But 
why did industrial sociology become a field?” It’s because back in the thirties there 
was a labor problem. That’s how it became a field. Well, here we are in 1969, 1970, 
now we can talk about a different kind of sociology because race relations, the Civil 
Rights Movement, that whole social political development was in front of us, we 
could see it happening. And we could actually point out that there needed to be 
empirical research on that problem in the same way as industrial sociology emerged 
in the thirties. Well, people could hear that. They could say, “Okay, we understand 
that back in the thirties America had a huge labor problem, so they had industrial 
sociology and it emerged.” Well, now we are in the sixties or seventies and we have 
got Watts burning or New Jersey was in flames, and Detroit was in flames. I said, 
“Okay, now let’s have empirical research on this problem,” and the node of change 
was the emergence of institutes of research which could collect bodies of knowledge, 
interpret them, to fill up this gap. We thought that the way of getting a wedge in there 
was not to challenge existing structures directly, but to develop a body of research on 
emerging important social issues. And that that body of knowledge would itself 
become a basis for curricular development.  

I don’t know if that’s responsive, but I didn’t feel that the Third World College could 
take on directly pre-established, pre-existing structures, that the way to get change 
was to make good arguments for gaps in our knowledge, and at the time—this is a 
direct response to your question—there was not a single institute in the whole UC 
system looking at race relations. Which is the reason why I was strongly supportive 
of both the Third World College and later on—not later on, the same time—the 
Institute for the Study of Race and Community. Those were related. The Third World 
College was all about curricular development. But what kind of curriculum? If you 
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didn’t have a body of literature which was oppositional, but certainly at a different 
angle, then you are going to simply recreate the university.  

Wilmot: I’m wondering if you have any insight on how labor came to be a part of the coalition 
in the Third World Strike?  

Duster: Yes. Labor was always looking around for a perch. People in the labor movement—
there was always a wing of labor which was leftist, which saw coalition politics as 
organizing opportunities. So there is always, around Berkeley, sectarian Left, or 
sometimes just an unreconstructed Left which saw any insurgency as potential. Let’s 
go back to the Civil Rights Movement. What was that all about? It was a natural 
segue from [pauses] Automobile Row, Safeway, where the students and labor got 
together to try to break into the all-white ranks of Auto Row, and the people who 
were unable to get jobs in the hotels in downtown San Francisco and so on. Labor 
and Civil Rights were already in a dance together. So of course a few years would go 
by and this would continue. The labor leadership or even the radical students from 
the graduate programs in sociology, anthropology, political science, were very much 
pro-labor, involved in labor activity and they were a link and the liaison to both the 
student movement and the labor movement. 

Wilmot: Another thing is that because this was an effort that was focused around making the 
curriculum less traditional, more inclusive, I’m wondering, how did white students 
participate in the strike? Do you have any recollection?  

Duster: Well, another key phrase was “community related,” so it wasn’t just inclusive, but 
you wanted a curriculum that linked to the community. That was a big issue. Who 
had the authority? It wasn’t the intellectuals; it was the people. So you went to the 
movement to get people from the community who would tell you what kind of 
curriculum was best suited to the needs of the people. That was a real link in the 
rhetoric and the ideology. Less in the practice, but that is another point. White 
students after all were in some ways—there were so few black students, so few 
Latino students, but coming out of the Free Speech Movement, coming out of the 
sixties, a lot of the leadership, a lot of activity was on the part of white students. 
White, Left, white radicals and very much involved in coalition politics and the Third 
World Strike. And the ones who had a vision would keep saying things like, “This is 
on behalf of all of America.” It wasn’t for blacks, it wasn’t for Latinos, they were 
saying that this was all about transforming the society and therefore whites should be 
involved. Now, later on, after the Black Power movement really picked up steam, in 
some ways the Black Power movement gave a heave-ho to whites in position of 
leadership. This produced a kind of crisis, all over the country. It wasn’t just 
Berkeley, this was all over the country. But some of the whites were responsive to 
this, I mean there were real fights in the Black Panther party, oh yeah. [sighs] I mean, 
this whole issue about the role of whites in leadership positions. Tom Hayden and 
David Horowitz, the same David Horowitz who is now writing this right-wing 
ideological stuff, were very much involved with radical politics, the white 
insurgency, the white connections, the white coalitions into student activities in this 
period. It was the white Left we are talking about here, let’s be clear. 

Wilmot: So in March of 1969, when the Academic Senate says okay, were you—can you 
describe how that conversation unfolded in the Senate?  
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Duster: Well, it was always contentious, it was never the case that it was going to be an easy 
thing. Most of the faculty did not come to faculty meetings, unless there was a crisis. 
You could sometimes get a Faculty Senate of as many as 800 people. But that was in 
a crisis. In the routine activity of the campus you were lucky to get 200-300 faculty. 
And the faculty here of that period was over 1,500 in strength. So you never got more 
than half, even in a crisis. Those who came to the meeting were the most strident 
political actors. The ones with a strong political agenda on the Right and on the Left. 
So you would find the whole range of people on the Right. Their names aren’t that 
important, but they would show up at every meeting, and they would come down 
very strongly saying, “This is a terrible thing, this development. We need to fight.” 
And also it was about students’ insurgency. A lot of this was about student power. So 
its first priority was to put down student power—only the faculty should have a right 
to say what goes on, and a lot of these students were saying, “We want curriculum 
change,” and faculty on the Right were saying, “Well, you don’t get to talk about the 
curriculum; we are the faculty.” There was a lot of that, independent of context, like, 
“You don’t get to be involved in faculty curriculum decision-making, it’s just not 
your business.” Well, a lot of that talk went on. So a lot of that contentiousness was 
over who sits at the table. To even discuss whether black studies should exist or not, 
whether black studies should be a part of the mainstreaming, or if it should be a part 
of a separate unit. And that was a big debate. A lot of my faculty colleagues said it’s 
a mistake to pull apart black studies—it should be mainstream. Never easy. Because 
they could bring forward lots of strong and good arguments. And in a neutral and 
decontextualized world, I might agree with them. If there had been reasons for 
having, or if I had seen evidence that you could mainstream black studies in that 
period, that anybody would have an interest in it—but those who were talking that 
talk often were the ones who had never in their careers done anything to insinuate 
black studies into the curriculum. So, they were just mouthing clichés, I thought. But 
the answer to your question is, it was contentious, difficult, politically hot, and angry. 

Cándida Smith: Were you having direct connections with the chancellor or— 

Duster: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: What was the chancellor’s—what were you trying to get the chancellor to do?  

Duster: Well I was often in this role of interpreter, mediator. There would be meetings of 
coalitions of students with the chancellor and I would often find myself saying, I 
think earlier— “Here is what I think is happening, here is possibly a common ground 
that you can agree upon.” I was only rarely brought in on a one-on-one situation with 
the chancellor. I was mainly in group meetings. Sometimes I was one-on-one. If they 
really wanted my views on some topic that was very hot and contentious then there 
would sometimes be direct conversation. But it was mainly, I’d say, maybe at least 
two-thirds of the time, maybe three-quarters of the time, it was in group meetings. 
Here I was playing this mediating role with the chancellor, and the chancellor’s staff, 
and key people. 

Cándida Smith: Was there anybody in the chancellor’s office that was particularly easy to work with, 
or sympathetic to the sort of long-term vision that you were projecting?  
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Duster: No. No, we had people in the chancellor’s office who were hired by the chancellor’s 
office to play this role. People like George Napper and Andrew Billingsley. But they 
were both black, and they were like buffers, I don’t think that they—they in a sense 
carried the message from the movement to the chancellor. So they were seen as 
partisans and advocates. I don’t think they were seen as—I’m sure they would tell 
you the same thing, if you asked them. No, they were not high enough up in the 
administration to have ear to the chancellor, effectively whispering in the ear. No, I 
don’t think so. No. 

Cándida Smith: And I guess I think of other people in the top administration have indicated that 
similar kind of situation, that they viewed their role as quite literally as defending 
Western Civilization. 

Duster: [laughing] Well, of course Andy and George were advocates. And I think they were 
therefore marginalized.  

Cándida Smith: Yeah. But I mean there were advocates on the other side as well.  

Duster: Oh, yeah! Oh, yeah. Certainly. If you are talking about that level—no. That was my 
first response, talking about—I guess, Bud Cheit was vice chancellor, and I thought 
he was sophisticated. He was not a crude ideologue by any means. He was first of all, 
in the business school. So he, more than his colleagues, understood the nuances of 
politics and the economy in the corporate real world in ways that let’s say an 
economist, or a political scientist who didn’t have that business-school orientation 
would never have. So I think Bud Cheit was agile. But certainly he was not someone 
who was going to be taking the side of insurgency and opposition. [laughs] No. And 
no one in the administration I talked to was. In some ways the chancellor was 
structurally caught. That was what he got paid to do, mediate these voices and say—
on the one hand he has got his Regents over here and his University president and 
he’s got the state legislature—he was always doing the literal smoke and mirrors, 
which he had to do with all of his different constituencies. But no, the senior 
administrators were in no sense allies to an oppositional development when curricular 
change of this kind that was being proposed. This was a compromise chiseled out of 
political as opposed to intellectual interests. Real fighting was going on, it was 
wartime. And so the faculty and the administration would regard any outcome not as 
intellectually viable, as a compromise coming out of conflict. I think that is the 
legacy of black studies and of these developments. I mean the first decade was all 
about establishing legitimacy because the faculty would take the view, “This can’t be 
legitimate, it comes out of the political process.”  

That’s why I was saying earlier to Nadine that if you point it out to them, a lot of 
intellectual developments came out of political processes. What the hell is industrial 
sociology, industrial psychology? It was about something that was going on in 
society. So those who had historical sense would at least get that point, but they were 
locked into this notion that their expertise, their professorships, were not based upon 
political, but upon intellectual excellence. And here they were being asked to respond 
to the hot winds of political change. And most of them dismissed and were derisive 
of that. The weapon that they would use, “You’re political. We are neutral purveyors 
of the academic excellence.” Yes? That’s a heavy weapon. You have the law school, 
“We just teach the law.” Tell you about critical race theory. So there was another, 
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“We just teach the law.” Talking about critical race theory, they were saying “We 
teach constitutional law, we teach real estate state law. We don’t teach 
[demonstrating disparaging tones] poverty law or family law, we teach the law. It’s 
been going on for the last two centuries, that’s what we do.” So when others come 
along to challenge the deeply imbedded features of privilege in the law, it’s a threat. 
And that’s the way they responded to threat, they wanted to stomp that out as 
political. They are neutral purveyors of the law. They just teach the law. And, “You 
people are being political.” I love to tell the story about Bruce Ackerman, who at the 
2000 election said—must have been January of 2001—when did Bush go into office?  

Cándida Smith: January, 2001was when he was inaugurated.  

Duster: Yeah. Okay. Well, Ackerman says—this was a political scientist who knows about 
the law—and he has been saying, I’ll just put it into his mouth, a whole group of 
people said “No, no. We just teach the neutral law and politics and you people were 
challenging. You are political. You want to politicize things.” Well, Ackerman wrote 
an essay, I think January or February of 2001 in which he says in effect, the Supreme 
Court decision to put Bush in gives a new kind of weaponry to the critical race 
theorists and people who talk about how this has all been political. And notice, he 
didn’t say, “They are right.” He said, “It gave them ammunition,” that he really had 
to now do battle with. So he acknowledged that the politicization that occurred in the 
Supreme Court was a transparent problem for people like him who took the view, 
“We just teach the neutral curriculum, we just teach the law, and you people who are 
being oppositional, are political. We are not political, we just teach the neutral.” They 
have been chastised by this development, having to deal with it.  

Wilmot: I meant to ask you a question about—in the times that you talked about the Third 
World Strike, you have always talked about the Third World Strike and what was 
going on in San Francisco State’s campus as being products of, well, not products, 
but very much influenced by the political climate that was unrolling and unfolding in 
this country at that time. I’m wondering if it would be fair to say there was any kind 
of reciprocal influence that was exerted by the outcomes of these events on the two 
campuses—one in other academic institutions, and second, in the radical Left?  

Duster: Let me make sure I understand. That, whether what was happening on the campus at 
SF State and Berkeley, reverberated throughout the country. Was that the question?  

Wilmot: Yes.  

Duster: And part two was? 

Wilmot: Part two was just, if this reverberated throughout the country—one, at other academic 
institutions, and two, in the radical Left, as far as you could see.  

Duster: There is no simple answer to your question about the reverberation. It however is the 
case that this was news, so Berkeley’s activities, its strikes and the violence of the 
Third World Strike, People’s Park, all these things became news, and everywhere I 
would go all over the country, people would always want to know what is really 
happening in Berkeley. Now, there were lesser developments that were not as 
newsworthy on many campuses around the country, but black studies programs and 
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later all these other kinds of insurgencies occurred everywhere. I just can’t say 
whether or not it was a ripple effect from Berkeley. I don’t think so. My guess is, it 
was the times and every city was experiencing this seething social movement stuff 
that was happening, especially after King’s assassination. This was national. Though, 
your other question was, whether the white Left or how the radical Left was 
influenced by this?  

Wilmot: Yes.  

Duster: Again, I think it’s a larger context of Black Power, then Brown Power, then gays and 
so on, that that was outside—is it inside the academy?  

Wilmot: Yes.  

Duster: And that the university was simply the manifestation of that. It had its intellectual 
face, but that it was really outside, it was really much more the other influence. And 
you—this is a period in which the white Left gets increasingly fragmented and 
fractured and radicalized. So it winds up as the Weather group—one version. It winds 
up as sectarian coffee-shop drinkers and the other—in other words, the sixties 
coherence, by the time we are into the early seventies, has now fractured, and some 
people have decided to go back to their jobs, or fade into the woodwork. But the 
white Left is something that is really either on the run or—literally on the run, as the 
Weather people. So I don’t think at this point the campus is having much to say to the 
white Left. By the time we are in the post-Cambodian period, the white Left has 
taken its marching orders from the Civil Rights Movement, which is to get out. “Get 
out, organize your own people.” That was the mantra. “You are here trying to control 
the black movement, the Chicano movement, or—no, no. Go organize in the 
Berkeley hills. Go organize your own people.” That was the mantra. I think by the 
early and middle seventies that had become the overarching truth. The response was, 
“Okay. We are gone. We are out of here.”  

Wilmot: What time is it, Richard?  

Cándida Smith: It’s 4:30. 

Wilmot: On campus would you say that after it had gone through this political process, were 
things significantly different in that—I should be more clear. How were decision-
making processes and political processes different after this on campus?  

Duster: Well, let’s be specific about the curricular innovations, because that is where the 
impact would have been felt most, and I think the answer is, not much changed with 
the curriculum. You did get a period in which faculty hires were really changing. It 
was a period around 1970, 1971 to about ’74, ’75, when maybe thirty or forty new 
Latinos, blacks, were hired. There was a big blip there on the screen, suddenly. Then 
most of those people were placed into departments that were the absolute opposite of 
what they said they were going to do, which is what—the mainstream. But in fact, 
looking at the data of that period, a lot of the hires were coming into Chicano studies 
or African American studies, Native American Studies. But still it was a big shift. 
And this pocket of people actually was going to make a difference in terms of the 
Academic Senate and how one talked about new courses and new course 
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developments, but not in any massive way, just what I call a local node of change. 
And it would reverberate, now talk about reverberation, here is where the 
reverberation would occur—over the next decade or two, there would be many 
scholars producing important work that would insinuate itself into the curriculum 
outside of just black studies or so forth—Chicano studies. But at the time, it was 
simply this little pocket, could it be called a pocket of insurgency? Sounds too strong, 
but a pocket in which a different kind of way of thinking or doing intellectual work 
on a topic that had been neglected for two or three centuries really began to take hold. 
I saw this probably more as a long-term as opposed to a short-term difference. It 
wasn’t so much that decision making strategies in the Senate really changed; you got 
pockets in which different kinds of work could be done that would reverberate out 
over the next decade. That would make a difference in those ways.  

Cándida Smith: So the faculty hiring, in your view, then is it really is a product of the Third World 
Strike?  

Duster: No question about it. Look at the pattern of hires after 1970-71 and you see a huge, in 
terms of the previous ten years, influx. And then you see a leveling off by the 1977-
78 period, maybe a slight decline, it never really picks up again until—I’m not sure 
when it picks up again. But it never had that kind of blip as it had in the post Third 
World Strike period.  

Cándida Smith: What about student body enrollment? Is there a— 

Duster: Now that’s the apocalypse for the University of California. This is the period in 
which you start to see the ripple effects of the 1965 immigration law which opened 
up for the first time California in particular to a huge insurgency of Asians, Asian 
Americans. In the sixties the Japanese, I think, were the number two group on 
campus in terms of ethnicity and that is because by 1970s Japanese were number five 
or six—huge patterns of migration therefore from Chinese, Koreans, Filipinos, and 
high rates of eligibility. I think the ratio of eligibility, by the time I looked at it, was 
34 percent coming out of California high schools, for Asians. For whites it was about 
15 percent. For blacks and Latinos, about five and four percent. So, a huge 
difference. And then just in terms of sheer numbers, Asians became the number three 
group passing blacks by the mid-eighties. So for example right now, Asians are about 
12 percent of California’s population, something like that. Blacks are only about 
seven percent. In the sixties, blacks were about eight or nine percent and Asians were 
about two or three percent. So that twenty-year period does a huge thing. The other 
story of course is what happens with the Latino population. So the demographic mix 
of the state starts to really impact on the demographic composition of the student 
body. And that is the backdrop of, of course, the—[recording cuts off]. 

[End of August 18]  
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Interview 13: June 27, 2003 
 
[Begin Audio File 19] 
 
Wilmot: Well, Troy, today we wanted to start off where we left off, where you were talking 

about Chancellor Heyman’s affirmative action policies.  

Duster: Yes. 

Wilmot: And the unexpected consequences.  

Duster: Right. Okay. What happened in the early seventies—well, let me begin by saying that 
the administration changes policies. Originally, statewide, systemwide, you would 
apply to one campus, that was it. And so you applied to Berkeley or UCLA, and you 
got in or you didn’t, but you couldn’t apply to different campuses. I’m more or less in 
the right ballpark here, but there were probably in the late sixties, probably 5,000-
6,000 students applying at the most for about 3,500 spots in the freshman class, and 
anyone who applied who was UC eligible—a 3.25 GPA, and some combination if 
they had a lower GPA with SAT scores—you were admitted into the University. So 
if you met the requirements, you actually could get in in the late sixties, early 
seventies. With the extraordinary shifting demography, the influx of new populations, 
building no new universities in this whole period, there became a crunch at the 
admissions gate and so I think by 1980 there was something like 7,000 Asian 
students applying to Berkeley, for 3,500 spots. There were 21,000 applications but a 
third of them were Asians. Now, in 1970, that was the whole application pool, so 
now the application pool has gone from about 6,000, 7,000 to about 21,000. And in 
this same period the grade inflation had happened. So the median grade point average 
of some of these students was about 3.8, 3.9. Median grade point average for the 
freshman class was well above 3.25, certainly 3.8-3.9. So there was a lot of stuff 
about admissions. No matter what you did, you couldn’t get 12,000 students all with 
3.5 or above into 3,000 spots. So you had a problem. And whoever you said no to 
was going to feel that they were cheated, that it was unfair, of the 12,000 who had 
these high GPAs.  

So the question for the administration and faculty was therefore not who was eligible, 
not who could get in, but what kind of mix did you want in the freshman class? What 
kind of mix did you want among the student body? And this was a period in which 
this relatively new framing was going to be very important. Namely, it was the 
Powell version of the Bakke decision, diversity. So affirmative action was no longer 
the key concept now. It was there, but the major issue was, you want a diverse 
student body. And with so many Asian students coming in, although there was now a 
diverse student body in terms of ethnicity and race, the high GPAs of the Asian 
students, taken literally as the basic, basic formula for getting students in, was going 
to really quote “distort” the student body, and it would not be so diverse.  

So Mike Heyman as chancellor decided that he would divert some Asian students and 
white students to other campuses and that he would permit Latino and African 
American students into Berkeley if they met the eligibility requirements, which is 
3.25 GPA and above. And there was some graduated thing about even a 2.75 if you 
had a high SAT score which compensated. So there was a formula. But, what this 
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did, by diverting some Asian and white applicants and letting in all the Latino and 
blacks who were UC eligible, it actually was to produce an interesting distortion in 
the class backgrounds of the students. So when we looked at these data—it must have 
been around the late eighties—it became increasingly clear that there was now a 
class/race interface, a class/race nexus. That is, many of the black and Latino students 
who were coming in were not competing against working class whites and working 
class Asians, but amongst the highest scoring Asians—because the Asians who had 
scored only 3.5 or 3.75 were being diverted to Davis or Santa Cruz or wherever else, 
but they were certainly not coming to Berkeley. And only 3.9s and 4.0s or 4.2s—4.2 
because you got advanced placement—were getting in.  

So then you started seeing this spate of articles coming out from the right wing, 
beginning with Dinesh D’Souza’s book, Illiberal Education, in 1992, somewhere in 
there. And the opening line of D’Souza’s book, which is a real frontal assault and sets 
the groundwork for the affirmative action attack of Connerly three years later, the 
opening line is, “Here is this Asian student. He’s got a 3.9 GPA. Went to the same 
high school with this black female, who has got 3.5. He played the violin, he is the 
valedictorian, he is all you can be. And he gets diverted, he doesn’t get into UC 
Berkeley, and from the same school, here is this black female, a mere 3.5.” Now, 
notice the language, “A mere 3.5.” 3.25 grants you eligibility to get in if you have got 
all the advanced placements, all the A to F requirements. So she was UC eligible, but 
with Heyman’s policy of diverting many Asians—he’s diverting a lot of people, not 
just Asians—but he diverted Asians and whites but lets in all the African Americans 
and Latinos who are applying who are eligible. This set it up so that the D’Souzas, 
and later on, what’s-his-name, George Will, and others, could go on the real fierce 
pit-bull attack, and the language was, “Here is a university that has gone awry, that’s 
not using anything but this silly thing called diversity when merit is being put out the 
window.”  

Now there is a distortion going on, because of course there had been grade inflation. I 
mean, the median GPA by 1991, when we did the Diversity Project report, the 
median GPA of entering white and Asian students was 3.9 or 4.0, somewhere in 
there, and the median GPA of Latinos and blacks was somewhere around 3.4, 3.5. So 
it wasn’t as though they were not eligible, it was that the diversion policy had 
produced this inadvertent comparison. So then you get people like Thomas Sowell, 
who would write in their books and say things like, “The success rate of Latino and 
black students at Berkeley is so low only so many percent graduate over a four- or 
five-year period and it shows what a terrible policy this was.” Now if you look closer 
at the data, if you held class more or less constant, you see something else happening. 
I remember some figures, it is in the Diversity Project report, but I remember some 
figures that go something like this: the median family income of white students was 
at about $80,000 to $85,000. The median income of black students was about 
$35,000 to $39,000 or somewhere around there. Latinos had a bimodal distribution. 
The median family income from one group of Latinos was only around $40,000 to 
$45,000 but at the other group was around $20,000. And that was the group that was 
first generation, coming from the Central Valley and so on. So here you are 
comparing Latino students or black students with family incomes of $25,000, many 
of them, coming from a first generation background with third generation white 
students whose median income was around $80,000 to $85,000.  
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Russ Ellis at the time was Vice Chancellor for Undergraduate Affairs, and he will tell 
you about these stories himself, but one of the dramatic ones was about how the 
Student Learning Center was facing a crisis. What was the crisis? Well, it was being 
used mainly—not mainly but certainly in a very important way—by Asian students 
who wanted to get from B+ to A-. They were coming over and getting all of the 
Student Learning Center tutorials. And the Latino and black students regarded going 
to the Student Learning Center as stigma. They did not want any part of the Student 
Learning Center. So even though they were “only B + or B -” students coming out of 
high school, they regarded it stigmatizing to go to the Student Learning Center. They 
wouldn’t go, while the A- or B+ Asian students were going over and occupying all 
the seats. So once again, big crisis, big conversation between the administration and 
some key faculty, of whom I was one, what to do about this, the use of Student 
Learning Center resources. Was it going to be a policy of actually encouraging black 
students and Latino students to come? Wouldn’t that be seen as a kind of paternalism 
and would they really want it? Or would you discourage B+, A- Asian students from 
these tutorials, because after all, they wanted to come and learn at the Learning 
Center? So you began to see the unanticipated unfolding of all this social policy 
planning, and you know, even as one could make a good argument for it.  

But you could see how the right wing was just salivating at all of this stuff. They 
really loved the crisis. They loved this, and it set the stage for the successful attack on 
affirmative action. Because as all of us knew, every time you told a white or Asian 
student with a 4.0 they couldn’t get into Berkeley, you made twenty-five enemies. 
You made all their family and friends angry. They told another four or five people 
about how they couldn’t get into Berkeley or UCLA or San Diego and then they 
always had a story to tell about some Latino or African American from the same high 
school who got in with a mere 3.5. So class flushed out completely in the analysis. 
Thomas Sowell and D’Souza and George Will kept hammering, along with Linda 
Chávez on national TV, about how the Berkeley policy was only about race and they 
never mentioned that the median student’s family income, one whole chunk of it, the 
ones from the Central Valley, was one fourth. As a matter of fact, in her book Linda 
Chávez says something that is really retrograde. She says we have an affirmative 
action policy for black people whose median incomes are about $30,000 to $35,000 
for the family, and that is higher than the state of California’s median family income. 
She was correct about this detail, but she didn’t tell you that the median family 
income of the white students at Berkeley was near $90,000. So she picks this figure 
out of context and then says the median family income of blacks at Berkeley is higher 
than the median family income of California. “What kind of retrograde policy is 
this?” She fails to tell you that the median family income of white students is 
$85,000. By the way, Santa Cruz at that time was $110,000. The median family 
income of white students in Santa Cruz was $110,000 a year. And no one touched 
that one in the national media, talking about the class issue here. 

So that’s what I meant when I said that what Heyman’s policy, what the 
administration was doing, was intended for one purpose, to shape the diverse 
character of the student body. Supreme Court, “let’s speak up” [laughs], upheld this 
for the first time in a strange and interesting ruling. But in that period it was not the 
law of the land, it was just this one Powell decision on diversity, this compelling 
interest. But anyway, I could go on. You should ask me questions.  
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Wilmot: I have one quick question, which is when you said yourself and key other faculty, 
who were the other key faculty who were meeting with the chancellor at that time 
and talking about these crises on campus?  

Duster: Yes. There were some people in the law school, let’s see, probably Marjorie Shultz, 
and I am sure Ling-chi Wang over in Asian American Studies, and probably in 
Latino Studies it would be maybe Carlos Muñoz. I will think of some more people, 
but that gives you— 

Wilmot: Was it four or five people, or more? 

Duster: Yeah. The chancellor would call a meeting. Oh I remember, there was a meeting in 
his house once with a woman in Education who married Bernie Gifford. Bernie 
Gifford was the Dean of Education and his wife, the woman he later on married, was 
a Latino in Education, and she was one of the people who was consulted. Or it could 
have been, let’s see, Michael Omi might have been involved in this. We were 
actually being responsive because there was a famous smoking gun that was this 
memo, that I’m sure is part of the records someplace, where some admissions officer 
says, “We have to play around with the admissions criteria.” And it certainly sounded 
as if—to limit the number of Asians.  

Cándida Smith: I remember that. That was notorious when that came.  

Duster: So there was a big meeting at Heyman’s house of about maybe a dozen people. It was 
faculty and maybe a few administrators. And in this period Heyman then was 
forthcoming. He apologized. He said that this was a mistake, that this shouldn’t have 
happened, how to redress it, what to do about it. It was a big issue.  

Cándida Smith: I was wondering to what degree is this—the policy shifts that you were talking about 
motivated by a commitment from the administration, and to what degree is it being 
prompted by Justice Department investigations or the threat of complaints here and 
there?  

Duster: Well, at this point the administration is wafted around by different forces. It is not as 
if there is one force pushing them in one direction. Because they were much 
concerned about this right-wing assault too. And Heyman knew his right flank was 
attacking. People like Martin Trow were vigorous opponents of affirmative action 
and really were hostile in the Academic Senate to any of this stuff. Now in the 
eighties you have to remember we had the Republicans in power, this was the 
Reagan-Bush period. So the Department of Education, which had been much more 
mindful in the late seventies, in the Carter years, had really backed off and was not 
pushing as they had been in the late seventies. So I don’t think there was much of a 
push from the Feds. There actually were people in high administrative positions in 
Washington in Health and Human Services and also Education, wherever the 
research was coming from, but they were reined in, I think, by their seniors, who 
were Reagan-Bush appointees. So there was this internal conflict, I remember there 
was some stuff going on there where the legal people in the administration knew that 
there was an internal conflict in education. So there was no such thing as a singular 
assault from Washington. It was coming in some measure from the remnants of a 
movement. There were still students around who were saying, “Gee, there ought to 
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be much more diversity, we have a lot of Latino and black students. We don’t see 
much in the way of curricular change and development,” as I have talked about this 
before, “We want black studies, we want black studies to be more powerful, we want 
more faculty,” and so on. So there was an insurgency from the left or from 
progressive forces to have more affirmative action. There was a counterinsurgency 
from Trow and that group who wanted less, and I think the government was at this 
point pretty much muted. I don’t think they were feeling much heat from Washington 
or from Sacramento. Maybe a little bit from—I think Willie Brown was probably an 
effective voice at the regional level for some of this stuff. But no, I don’t think the 
government was playing much of a role. It was really more responsive to what was 
more immediate on campus.  

Cándida Smith: Now, these kinds of discussions are taking place in many areas, maybe even all of the 
UC campuses. What is the role of the system in the president’s office in promoting, 
retarding, facilitating?  

Duster: Gardner was masterful at handling conflict. I remember going to several Regents’ 
meetings—well first of all, let me back up and tell you. Gardner appointed a special 
task force, first on black student eligibility, which was all nine campuses, and this 
task force, which I chaired, met for three years and issued a report. And the crisis 
was—as I indicated to you, black student eligibility was about four percent to five 
percent coming out of high schools in California. White eligibility was about 16 
percent—this was the late eighties—and Asians over 30 percent. So how do you get 
the black eligibility up? That was the big question. And we spent three years, 
systemwide meetings, meetings with all the various campuses, interviewing and 
producing reports, a five-volume report. After that there was a Latino task force on 
eligibility and I was appointed to that as the liaison from the old black task force. 
And Gene Garcia chaired that and for the next three years we meet and, same thing, 
how to get more Latino eligibility? This was systemwide. This was not campus level, 
it was systemwide. Every campus had a representative. Office of the President was 
involved as staff and we reported directly to President Gardner. So that is a little 
background.  

Cándida Smith: All right. 

Duster: Now, when these reports were coming out, it was in a hot and contentious period, 
where, as I said, a lot of these Asian and white families are going to the press, going 
to the media, fueling this notion that it is just totally unfair, that their sons and 
daughters or nephews and nieces can’t get into Berkeley or UCLA, and these less 
qualified blacks and Latinos, mainly, can get in. So in the whole context you are 
seeing these two forces—crisis of eligibility very, very low for black and Latinos and 
yet an individualized political attack, individualized in the sense that you can take 
particular persons and show the world that they are being unfairly treated. I attended 
several Regents meetings in which Gardner masterfully handled the problem. He 
would simply talk to his right-wing Regents, because this is a period in which the 
Regents were almost all Republicans because they had been appointed by [Governor 
George] Deukmejian, or—who was the other governor?  

Cándida Smith: [Governor Pete]Wilson? 
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Duster: Wilson wasn’t important in this period. He wasn’t around. This was the eighties stuff.  

Cándida Smith: Okay, well the governor before Deukmejian was Jerry Brown.  

Duster: Okay, well, there were still some Democratic appointments on there. But Deukmejian 
by this time had probably the most appointments. So the Regents, we had some really 
strong right wing regents and they would come out with this George Will language, 
or this Dinesh D’Souza language, “What’s going on with Berkeley and UCLA and 
San Diego?”  

And Gardner was articulate and forceful, he would say things like, “Here is the 
situation.” He would just reel off the numbers. And he would either tell them, “If you 
have a better policy, I’d like to hear it. You can send it to me in writing. Send it to me 
right now. But I want to know your policy. Here is my policy,” click, click, he shut 
them up like that. David would later say about the [Ward] Connerly situation—and I 
think he is right—I think he said he would never have let that happen. He would 
never have let one Regent so reach a point of political domination that the other 
Regents go along. How he could have done it, I mean I think he could have done it. I 
mean I watched him. Connerly of course had his own agenda and by that time Wilson 
was very much in the driver’s seat so it would have been an interesting battle.  

Cándida Smith: Were you at all involved in the—or what was your involvement in the movement 
around [Standing Policy] SP1 and SP2?  

Duster: Pretty central. I was one of about five faculty who were key—what was called the 
Faculty Committee on something, and it was really to oppose SP1 and SP2. And that 
group was Stan Pearson over in Nuclear Engineering, he was our scientist; we had 
anthropologist Meg Conkey on the Budget Committee, and Larry Wallack over in 
Public Health, and another three or four people whose names are escaping me. We 
actually coordinated the acquisition of over 3,000 signatures systemwide of faculty 
who opposed SP1, SP2. And we learned the hard way that electronic or email 
movements are not effective. [laughs] We learned that the Regents could and did, 
ultimately, ignore the fact that 3,000 faculty said that this was a terrible thing to do. 
They had more trouble with 300 students who were in their face at the public 
meetings. It wasn’t in any sense, the weight of the faculty. They could care less about 
them, it turned out, because they were on an ideological tear, at least Connerly was. 
But we thought we were really doing good work, and we were being much more 
effective because we had all these faculty supporting this anti-SP1, SP2 thing, and I 
actually chaired the group that went before the Regents in the aftermath and laid out 
an account of the crisis of faculty governance. It was this Regents’ meeting, probably 
about 1996, and there were four of us, myself, Denise Segura from Santa Barbara, 
Dana Takagi from Santa Cruz, a few other people. We testified before the Regents, 
and both Wilson and Connerly. Wilson wouldn’t come out to the front room, he was 
in the back, but Connerly sat there for the full period and said nothing—refused to 
engage us. Just refused. And then when the other side started talking, which was 
Martin Trow, Wilson was there, and he and Connerly were smirking and laughing 
and engaging, and it was clearly ideological warfare.  

Anyway, yes, I was involved in the SP1/SP2 thing from the very beginning and I 
played a relatively central role because I was one of the organizers. Very ineffective 
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campaign, a failure, I would say. We simply didn’t understand the length and the 
depth to which Connerly and this group would go to attack affirmative action. And 
we certainly didn’t anticipate their effectiveness. We just didn’t think that they would 
get that many Regents to vote with them. Now the vote turned out—and this is part of 
the public record—turns out that we were basically right that Connerly could not 
have gotten enough votes—but that three nights before the vote, Wilson makes 
strategic phone calls to his appointees and gets three of them to change their mind 
and to vote with Connerly. And the ultimate vote was something like fourteen to 
twelve. Something like that. So those phone calls late at night really turned the tide. 
Later on, the Santa Barbara newspaper went to court to subpoena the record for 
Wilson’s phone calls. And it was in the courts for about two years, and finally it was 
declared moot and the students never got hold of that list of materials. But there was 
clearly indication that Wilson was blocking it all the way through with his staff of 
lawyers. Now there is no question—I was in conversations with some Regents in 
Sacramento, in which it was clear that they didn’t want to talk about it explicitly, but 
they said, in effect, “Wilson was strong-arming everybody he could the week before 
the vote.”  

And when I said, “We failed,” I also want to give credit to the other side. Never mind 
credit, my tongue is partly in my cheek—we actually would have been effective had 
Wilson not used the strong-arm techniques he was using. I mean he really wanted to 
be President of the United States and he saw this as his vehicle. And he was using 
this as the pivotal stepping stone in his presidency the same way that Reagan had 
used the UC Berkeley scene to evolve into national limelight before his bid for 
president. Wilson saw himself in the same trajectory, and we miscalculated that. We 
thought we had enough Regents, and we did until the eleventh hour. 

Cándida Smith: Well, that’s the nature of politics.  

Duster: Yeah, turns out. Turns out. Yeah.  

Cándida Smith: I mean, as I understood it, Deukmejian’s shift on the divestment issue was central on 
the resolution of that issue as well.  

Duster: That’s right. That’s right. It went the other way. Yeah. [moment’s silence] So, that’s 
the answer. I was close in, but what a lesson in politics.  

Cándida Smith: Do you think everybody in the president’s office was unified in the campaign to 
block, to defend affirmative action?  

Duster: Publicly, yes. There were almost no defectors. Now, behind the scenes, sotto voce, 
there is always going to be high variation on this topic. I mean going back to the late 
sixties, whether it’s the Newsweek poll, or the NORC [National Opinion Research 
Center] poll data, over half of American whites do not support affirmative action. 
Depending on how it’s phrased you get higher or lower figures, but if you ask only 
whites, going back for thirty years of polling data, it’s pretty consistent. About 60 
percent “whites only” will say that they are not in favor of affirmative action. They 
think it’s a flawed policy and so on. If you phrase it in certain ways, they may say, 
kicking and screaming, “Okay.” So when we get to the Office of the President and 
you are going to get a lot of people who don’t have strong support for affirmative 
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action, but they are employed by the University in official University positions. And 
here is Martin Trow in the right wing who would argue that there is this hegemonic 
domination in the Office of the President, that is what is happening here, the real 
people wouldn’t be in favor of this policy, of pro-affirmative action. And, again, I 
think that if you talk to Russ Ellis about this, he saw it up close where many of the 
faculty after SP1 and SP2 passed, after [Proposition] 209 passed, would come out of 
the closet and reveal just how hostile they were towards affirmative action. They 
were not saying it publicly before SP1 and SP2 passed, and 209, but that sort of 
authorized, legitimated, made it possible to articulate what their ideas were. So my 
guess is that that happened in the Office of the President too, that after 209 you began 
to see people saying, “You can’t do that anymore, and here is why.” 

Wilmot: Troy, after the defeat you just talked about, how does one person or a group of people 
regroup strategically?  

Duster: Many—not many but some—people decided that it was a defeat and you lick your 
wounds and you go off into your corner. The group I was with actually tried to form 
another group, and it became the base of the Rockridge Institute. So that group of 
about a dozen people reformed, transformed into maybe a core of another four or 
five: Larry Wallack, Jerome Karabel, Ruth Rosen, who is now a columnist at the SF 
Chronicle, and there were other people in Rockridge. Anyway, we became a group 
that decided we needed to rethink what we were doing.  

George Lakoff was added to the group, and Lakoff loves to talk about reframing. 
And, you know, he’s got a point. The way in which George goes at it, the way in 
which he is almost singular, I can see parallels between Lakoff’s effectiveness and 
how some of the unreconstructed Marxists were effective. That is, if you really have 
a coherent theory and you are determined and focused, you can be quite effective in 
the world. It doesn’t mean that you are right or wrong, I’m just saying, if you have 
got a determined, focused position, and you stay with it, you can get some converts. 
Well, George Lakoff, part of this group of the Rockridge, I think he’s been quite 
effective, inside of our group, because unlike the rest of us who have a general sense 
that the reframing of debates is vital, George has a particular way of talking about 
reframing about which some in the group are, “All right, that is one way,” but for 
George it’s the way. Interesting tensions. Sort of not responsive directly to your 
question, it is just a little sidebar that the group had experienced this defeat, 
regrouped, brought in some new blood, and the new blood, including George Lakoff, 
was central, had a clear agenda which was, “We’ve got to get out of the notion that 
you could just get more data, and show them that they are wrong. You have to 
reframe the terms of the debate.” Now, we were all ready for that. We were all ready 
for that. But George’s version is very specific, he says that the problem is that the 
right wing conservatives have the “stern father,” while the nurturing and caring part 
of ideology on the Left is without a coherent voice, without an alternative frame. So 
he wants to help reframe this debate. Well, okay, I mean I am not opposed to that. 
But it’s not the only way. But I digress.  

Wilmot: What does that translate into in terms of actual vehicles and structures when it comes 
to reframing?  
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Duster: The problem is just what you are seeing, namely, that you have got [former Clinton 
Chief of Staff John] Podesta in Washington getting $12 million from a combination 
of the Sandlers here in Berkeley giving him $7 million, and Soros, he gave him five, 
and he has got himself now a highly visible and effective think tank on “the 
progressive side.” Now actually Podesta and that group, Podesta comes out of the 
Clinton administration. He is more DLC [Democratic Leadership Council] than he is 
progressive. But that’s what is going on. You have got twenty think tanks on the 
Right, heavily funded by right-wing money, they’ve got the infrastructure down, they 
have got the capacity to generate op-ed pieces and go on-line with their talking heads 
on television every hour. They can saturate and dominate the debate. And the 
Rockridge Institute, of which I’m a part, has had hat in hand going around looking 
for progressive sources or progressive persons to help fund this Institute, which 
would be an alternative think tank for reframing the debate. And we have had very 
little success. You know, we’ve gotten a few hundred thousand dollars, but we are 
talking about a debate that is national; we’ve got to get money! You can’t—it’s a 
shoestring. You can’t even have secretarial staff. We do have a little, but what I’m 
suggesting is that the answer to your question is: getting resources for having a staff 
large enough to free people up to write a lot of op-eds, to appear on television, to 
write books which are funded—a strategy which they use on the Right, they actually 
commission books, spend hundreds of thousands of dollars buying those books, and 
then giving those books free to those people in the media or to the Congress.  

So the Left, or the progressives, have had a very different strategy which is, “What is 
new in what you are saying?” while the Right is saying, “We are funding the 
message; we are not funding whether or not it’s new or not. We are funding the 
message.” So, Dinesh D’Souza is another example. I get invited to go down to 
Stanford to debate Dinesh D’Souza, and I think I am offered honorarium of $750. 
That is about the right amount. And I learned from my colleagues, people like 
Stanley Fish, who—well, D’Souza accepts that money, $750 from Stanford, but 
actually he is funded by his own group another $5000. So whenever he speaks he is 
getting $6,000 to $7,000. Because it is coming out of this huge infrastructure, this 
fund to fund the message. While if I go speak, I’ve got to go speak for $750. So there 
you have it, and guess who is getting all the practice? [snaps fingers] So D’Souza on 
the circuit, on television, wherever he goes out, he is polishing his singular message. 
That’s the answer to your question. It’s heavily funded, heavily funded, this right-
wing assault.  

I can’t help but digress for a moment. Did you happen to see the New York Times 
yesterday? This front, this middle big ad, a new book by Ann Coulter called 
Treason?  

Wilmot: No.  

Duster: Take a look at it. I’m not much of an alarmist, I’m pretty sane, some of my friends go 
off the deep end. This book is called Treason. And it’s called The Liberal Assault on 
American Values. And then it goes into this thing, it’s stunning. It reminds me of the 
Website thing were they are attacking the fifty-five liberals of America who, like the 
deck of cards—do you know who I’m referring too?  

Cándida Smith: Yes.  
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Duster: In Iraq they had the deck of cards with the fifty-five most wanted people, well the 
right wing has a deck of cards in America that includes Tim Robbins and Michael 
Moore and another fifty-two people, all of whom, in this version, are committing 
treason. Anyway. Maybe it’s not so much a digression because you asked the 
question, “What do you do?” You try to fend off this kind of assault. But you are left 
with the problem of limited resources and all of us, in Rockridge for example, are 
full-time academics who’ve got other commitments. People like D’Souza are full-
time ideologues. They get funded to do the message. He doesn’t have an appointment 
anywhere. He can spend all of his time on the road making $6,000-$7,000 an 
appearance.  

Cándida Smith: This also seems to me a discrepancy in the messages. One is, for want of a better 
term, demagoguery, and the other is still caught up in the language of reason.  

Duster: Yes. Trying to have an enlightenment-oriented notion that the line of argumentation 
and the data presented are important. And of course, the other side is saying, “The 
line of argumentation and data? Just fund the message.” I said, “We got—let’s fund 
that message.” Let’s take a pause of two minutes, I’m going to get a refill on coffee.  

Wilmot: Okay. 

[End Audio File 19] 

[Begin Audio File 20] 

Wilmot: I have one question which is following up on this discussion we just had about the 
battle and defeat of affirmative action, which I don’t think we are done with yet, but 
we can go back to it later. But this question is: Troy, what do you think about 
arguments that say that affirmative action as such, as it was articulated and 
implemented, was only a band-aid, an interim band-aid anyway? What do you think 
about that idea? 

Duster: Well it does depend—affirmative action is no one thing. Affirmative action is about 
ten different things, at least. It begins with labor. It did not intend in its original 
incarnation to deal with education. It was mainly about labor and access to jobs. So 
that’s a whole different realm. But let me just say, it was never intended to deal with 
poverty. The purpose of affirmative action in its original development from ’60 
to ’63 was to provide access to employment, mainly to blacks. That was the way it 
was originally framed. It was around race, not about gender. To people who were 
clearly being excluded. So I guess the first point I want to make is, it wasn’t a band-
aid in its original conception because it wasn’t ever about poverty, it was about 
getting people who were already qualified, who were applying for jobs, who couldn’t 
get them. The first executive order was opening up government contracts to, let’s say, 
the auto industry, let’s say Chrysler or General Motors, on a government contract. 
They were supplying the Feds with automobiles or trucks and yet the employment 
pattern in Detroit, at their factories, was so distorted. They only had two or three 
percent blacks in the whole labor force who were not custodial workers or people 
sweeping the floors, while Detroit was about 25 to 30 percent black. So Kennedy in 
the first order says, “We must act to show them.” Well, so, no, band-aid isn’t the 
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right metaphor, because the purpose was opening up employment lines where they’d 
been excluded from systematically.  

I think earlier on I said I therefore don’t think it’s fair for people, whether it is the 
Thernstroms or Bill Wilson, to come back years later and say, “Affirmative action 
failed because it did not solve poverty in America.” And that’s a rhetorical line I’ve 
heard over and over again which I think, at best, it’s wrong. And worse, it’s 
sometimes duplicitous and intended to undermine what affirmative action 
accomplished. It did open up lines of employment. It did open up police departments 
and fire departments. I mean, the fire department in San Francisco had only I think 
one or two blacks in its whole 100 year history before affirmative action. So that is 
the first point. The second is that once it opened up into gender, and into education, it 
changed the whole frame and tenor of the public policy debate. Because in 1965 we 
are talking about 10 percent of the population—that’s black people—at most 12 
percent. By the time affirmative action gets reframed to include Title 9, to include 
women, and later on higher education and then include other groups, Latinos, and so 
then, now all of a sudden white males are feeling like they are the remaining 20 
percent of the population who doesn’t have affirmative action. Everybody else has 
got it. The public policy framing is gone, of the original conception. So it is not a 
surprise that the counter-attack would become strong and fierce. But no, I don’t 
accept the formulation that affirmative action was really a band-aid because it was 
not about to deal with that big cut called inequality and poverty. It was another cut 
called lack of access to employment, so it gets a bad rap when it is called a mere 
band-aid. 

Wilmot: Okay. One more question, which is: then, in the absence of affirmative-action 
policies in the admissions arena here at UC Berkeley, how in terms of your 
experience and observations, how are people thinking about ensuring and going after 
diversity in the student body at this time?  

Duster: Well, there are proxy devices in a society in which you have segregation, which is 
residential. You can use proxies, and this is what Connerly fears most. He actually 
thought we’d use a proxy of name. I remember being in a debate with Connerly on— 
it was on Forum with Michael Krasny, and Connerly says he wants to take the names 
off the applications because, you know—Althea Washington is gonna be black, so 
the administrator can see that and give them an edge. So Krasny says to me, “What 
do you think about this strategy?” I say, “You know, it’s a transparent fiction because 
if they really want to go after that they tear up their zip code off too. Take everything 
off, because a zip code is going to tell you as much as the name.”  

Wilmot: Yes. 

Cándida Smith: A lot more, actually.  

Duster: [laughing] You know! This is a serious proposal by Connerly. Anyway, I got 
derailed. What was your question?  

Wilmot: My question was, okay, thinking about— 

Duster: —other strategies, okay, proxies.  
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Wilmot: Other strategies, especially given that your focus and training is around stratification.  

Duster: There are so many other proxies one can use in this society for race, that an 
administration that was seriously dedicated to increasing its diversity could, by 
manipulation of a few key variables, use race without ever calling it race. Now, the 
Texas plan is obviously based upon that. The Texas plan is the top 10 percent—well, 
it only makes sense that you can increase the diversity of the Texas higher education 
system if you had segregation which was racial and ethnic, because if you have to go 
to an all-Latino high school, and now you let the top 10 percent, it means you are 
going to get 10 percent of Latinos into the University of Texas. If Texas were an 
open playing field, and everybody was more or less equal, the 10 percent plan 
wouldn’t get you any place. It sort of requires that you have segregation by race and 
ethnicity, otherwise the 10 percent plan doesn’t make any sense. And indeed in 
California, the four percent plan does not increase the amount of representation of 
Latinos and blacks very much. 

Cándida Smith: Why is that?  

Duster: Because it’s only the top four percent.  

Cándida Smith: So you would have to go deeper into the student body in order to get the kind of 
benefit.  

Duster: That’s right. You would have to go maybe 12 to 15 percent.  

Cándida Smith: So you are not saying there is less racial segregation in California than in Texas?  

Duster: Oh, no. No, no. It’s just that that four percent plan has not been as effective as the 10 
percent plan. It hasn’t really altered, especially at Berkeley and at UCLA.  

Cándida Smith: Right. But probably Texas Austin still doesn’t have the same degree—the same size 
of applicant pool that Berkeley has. 

Duster: You are probably right. That is probably right as well. So anyway, these other plans, 
these proxies for getting diversity, are exactly that. They are attempts to not look at 
race or ethnicity while looking at race through this lens—through demographic 
patterns of residence, demographic patterns of who knows what. They’ll find ways. 
And, they can be more or less effective based upon how skillful the device is that has 
been chosen, and the amount of resentment generated by the 10 percent plan seems to 
have generated a little less resentment in Texas—I don’t know why.  

Cándida Smith: One of the arguments is that is the benefits cut across the board. So you have people 
who— 

Duster: —are picked from the rural areas are white are also getting the advantage. 

Cándida Smith: Right.  

Duster: Right. Who had never gone to the University of Texas. You are getting people from 
the rural areas who can now get in.  
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Cándida Smith: So you have a political coalition. You disrupt the political coalition of the Right and 
essentially co-opt it.  

Duster: That’s a good answer. That’s a good reason why you wouldn’t get the same level of 
resentment that you would get from explicit policies which target ethnicity and race.  

Wilmot: Okay. Okay, we were thinking we want to go backwards now because in some ways 
we have explored the eighties somewhat. We went under Chancellor Heyman and we 
wanted to look at how—we wanted to compare outreach and diversity policies under 
different chancellors during your tenure here at UC Berkeley. So, let’s see—how 
would you say Bowker’s efforts compared to Heyman’s, or how would you 
characterize them in relation to Heyman’s? Specifically around admissions for 
students.  

Duster: Yeah, that’s not a fair comparison. Here is why: Heyman was the vice chancellor 
under Bowker. In some ways he was the active ingredient for the full seventeen 
years. He was the internal officer on this campus while Bowker was looking out. So 
you have to in some ways understand Berkeley’s affirmative action outreach as 
Heyman all the way through. He is the most visible and vigorous proponent of 
diversity and affirmative action through all this period. He was stronger, for example, 
he and—at the time the Dean of the Graduate Division there was a guy named Sandy 
Elberg. And Elberg was also vigorously pro-affirmative action. So the two of them 
together, with Bowker’s assistance, and certainly with Bowker’s support, were 
engaged in providing resources for outreach. Now they were of course faulted and 
criticized for not doing more, but that is the nature of movements and criticism, and 
keeping their feet to the fire. There are always people saying you should be doing a 
lot more. But I would not say that things changed when Heyman became chancellor. 
It was just more of the same. What is interesting is that when Heyman became 
chancellor he appointed Rod Park his vice chancellor and Park quickly got on board 
and became a pro-affirmative action person, which surprised a lot of us because Park 
had not been distinguished in his earlier career as being pro-affirmative action. That 
was an interesting development. So clearly Heyman was the person who was the 
architect of this.  

Cándida Smith: Well, maybe you could characterize any shifts that took place over strategies for 
increasing student recruitment and for faculty recruitment.  

Duster: Okay. That I can do. Right. When Bowker was chancellor, he listened to a group of 
senior black faculty who came to visit him, and Bowker sort of administered what 
some of us called his frog-like behavior. It didn’t matter what you said, Bowker 
would go, “Okay,” or not, or nothing. There was never a thoroughly articulated 
position. It was either [makes face motion] or like that [makes another].  

Cándida Smith: I wish we had the video camera. [laughs] 

Duster: [laughs] And something would happen. You didn’t know why it happened, but 
something would happen after Bowker went through his frog-like response, and a lot 
of us did think it was Heyman who was responding, but we didn’t know. And you 
never knew with Bowker. You never knew. Yeah. He had been chancellor at the City 
University of New York and doing open enrollment and he was a masterful political 
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player. Everybody understood that. I mean, even Heyman to this day will tell you that 
Bowker understood politics.  

Anyway, Bowker never revealed his hand. So you never could say, “Here is what 
Bowker’s position is.” But we would go and we would lay out our complaints and 
our demands, and then maybe six months later something would happen. For 
example, there was a black faculty group that got Bowker to appoint someone called 
a faculty assistant for affirmative action. And that role turned out to be much more 
important in the history of the evolution of black faculty and Latino faculty and later 
on women’s faculty, than the history books will show. Because that person got access 
to all the records, could go in and argue with the chancellor and the vice chancellor, 
influence the Budget Committee and so on. Because you actually had someone 
looking at all of the comparative stuff and saying, “Uh-oh. You guys got a potential 
law suit here,” and so on. They were always—this person became key. And the 
person who played that role often became an important figure in the administration. 
Bill Shack became Dean of the Graduate Division. Ollie Wilson would have been a 
higher official—I forget why he chose not to. Didn’t Reggie Jones play that role? 

Wilmot: I believe he did, and also Pete Bragg.  

Duster: Yeah, Pete Bragg. And then I think, didn’t [Genaro] Padilla play that role? I think 
Padilla then became vice chancellor. Anyway it doesn’t matter, the point is, the 
person in that role really did play an important part in diversification of the faculty. 
So Bowker would listen to these complaints, and he would respond, and you never 
knew. Now, in sharp contrast, Heyman would listen to the same set of complaints 
about more diversity on the faculty, and Heyman was in his own way politically 
astute, but he was visible, articulate, and in the faculty’s face. Here are some 
examples: Heyman knew that he didn’t want to put into writing a policy for FTE 
allocations of people of color. He knew that, he is a lawyer. But he said out loud to 
people, he said, “You want FTE, you want people of color on the faculty? I have got 
twenty-five FTE in my pocket. You come in here with a candidate and you convince 
me and the Budget Committee, you have got yourself an FTE.” And that was known 
throughout this campus. Everybody, every dean, every department chair, every head 
of a unit knew that Heyman had in his pocket FTE and I think they were called in 
those years “targets of opportunity.” And departments which wanted to do this, all 
they had to do was go to Heyman and within a few months the process was rolling. 
You got yourself your FTE.  

Now, some departments didn’t want this for reasons that were complicated, but they 
didn’t want to have somebody in this role that could be counted against them. Now 
see, if you hire somebody who is in this role and now they say, “Okay, you have got 
your FTE.” So if you want somebody in the English department who does fourteenth-
century, Chaucer or whoever, that kind of English, “No, you just got somebody in 
literature, and they do the black novel, so no more for you.” Heyman would say, “If 
you do that, I’ll give you somebody over here too.” So Heyman would play it up 
front, but quietly behind the scenes. He would tell you to your face, he would tell 
deans to their face, but he never put it in writing.  

Cándida Smith: Did you, when you were chair of sociology, did you take advantage of this?  
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Duster: Up to a point, and by this time the issues were mainly—in sociology, gender was a 
huge issue. I’ll give you an example. By the time I was chair, over half the student 
body was female and we had only one faculty member out of twenty-eight who dealt 
with women’s issues. So the women grad students were screaming for more women 
who dealt with gender issues. During my time as chair—I think I told you this story 
on tape—I was able to make use of this and I got both Nancy Chodorow and Kristin 
Luker in this two-for-one deal. I actually was almost successful with an Asian 
candidate, but that was another story and that is not so germane. But the point is that, 
yeah, one could deal with Heyman at this level. Heyman could deal. [chuckles]  

Cándida Smith: Did this continue under Tien?  

Duster: No. Oh, no. Tien, now there is a big policy change. Tien comes out of the tradition of 
let the faculty rule, the opposite of Heyman. Heyman understood that if you let the 
faculty have its way, there would be no affirmative action. You had to cajole, you 
had to use carrots and sticks, you had to do something, but Heyman really understood 
the culture of the Academic Senate as an outsider from the law school in ways that 
Tien—now you know Tien was actually—I chaired a senate committee on the status 
of women and minorities, and Tien was a committee member with me back in the 
late seventies. So Tien comes at this—I mean, we were in the same cohort, we were 
colleagues, friends, buddies for twenty-five years—but when Tien became chancellor 
he did several things which are interesting, and in some ways they’re not shocking, 
it’s just that—first thing he did was what you call, shut the back and the side door. He 
did not want anybody coming into his office who was not coming through the front 
door of bureaucratic procedures. Heyman, on the other hand, always kept the side 
and the back door open.  

Wilmot: Hmm. What do you think was the reason for the differences in their stances?  

Duster: On a superficial level, I can tell you that Tien was an engineer and maybe out of—on 
a superficial level, kind of a Mandarin bureaucrat. I mean, there are all kind of things 
one can say about this, but you’ve got to keep it straight and narrow because you get 
control that way. And Heyman was hail-fellow—his personality, his style was 
gregarious, hail-fellow-well-met, he was like Lyndon Johnson, give you a big bear 
hug, tell you about life and have a chat, and then, [makes slapping on the back noise] 
“Now, what do you really want?” Tien was straight and narrow, “Sit down, what do 
you want? Oh, in that case you go and see him about that. You want what? Oh no, 
that’s Department B. See, you don’t come to the chancellor with that, you come to 
the chancellor with—when the chancellor calls you.” [laughs] That was Tien. Tien 
never, I mean he was the exact opposite of Mike Heyman. Mike told me once, he said 
that in his first year in office Tien called him four times for advice, and each of the 
four times he went in the other direction. Now that tells you something, right?  

One of the incidents, by the way, was a famous one where Cal was going to a football 
game. They were going to Arizona during the period in which Arizona had still not 
yet affirmed Martin Luther King holiday. It was Tien’s first year in office, and Tien 
was a big football fan, Bear fan. “Go Bears, Go Bears”! Heyman had been the person 
who went to the NCAA [National Collegiate Athletic Association] to argue with the 
Notre Dame president about whether or not there should be a de-escalation of Tier I 
football. So that tells you something. 
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[A segment of the interview is sealed at this point until January 1, 2038.] 

Wilmot: I wanted to return to something you said in our last session. You were talking about 
how the outcome of the Third World Strike was more faculty of color being hired, 
and I wanted to ask you about that. Was that also the result of this HEW audit in 
1973?  

Duster: No. I don’t think I intended to say the Third World Strike was the source. I think 
nationally there had been so much going on after the King assassination. The Third 
World Strike was one of the things that happened after the King assassination, but I 
would locate the upsurge in faculty hiring between ’69 and ’73, which is the big 
upsurge, as a function of the national mood, which was pro-affirmative action. Now, 
pro-affirmative in the context of cities burning down. Don’t misunderstand me, 
people were not pro-affirmative action. They were pro-affirmative because that was 
better than Newark and Detroit burning [laughs], and in this first flush, people could 
therefore—there might be some grounds for a legitimate attack on policies which 
made for an all-white faculty. Evidence that I’m right is that by ’75, that memory is 
gone. That memory of Detroit and Newark is gone. And nationally, not just Berkeley, 
nationally, there is a dropping off of the hiring of faculty of color all across the 
country. There is a four- or five-year surge all around the country, and then it drops 
off by the middle to late seventies.  

Wilmot: Well, I am thinking that the next place we could go is talking about the Black Studies 
and Ethnic Studies split and the development of the Black Studies department. Let’s 
stop and check the time. 

Duster: You want to start with Black Studies? I sort of alluded to that already.  

Wilmot: You said that you were someone who was an ear for many people in the development 
of the department and then also when there was the big kind of split between Ethnic 
Studies and Black Studies and that you were privy to—you learned about not only 
the split between Black Studies and Ethnic Studies, but splits inside the two.  

Duster: Okay. Well, where to begin? The Black Studies Department was born in brimstone 
and fire. It was born out of strife. The first chair was a guy named Ron Lewis, and he 
was committed to the community, the community version of black studies, comes out 
of an activist background, who is not in any sense by Berkeley faculty terms, a 
serious scholar that is going to get the Senate’s ratification. In a very short time Bil 
Banks comes in, exit—and here’s Bowker. Bowker engineers the coup. Bowker puts 
Banks in. That’s not Heyman, that’s Bowker. Banks at the time had not published 
very much. He would later on publish an important book on black intellectuals, but at 
the time it was a little bit iffy about that too, but at least Banks was much more in the 
frame of the university research person who was going to be an intellectual producing 
work for his colleagues to review, while Ron Lewis was much more the activist 
community person. Okay, so once Banks takes over with Bowker’s affirmation and 
imprimatur and resources, Black Studies is attacked by its community base, who say, 
you know, “Sell-out.”  

But memories are not very long, and institutions survive these kinds of things and 
within two or three years, Black Studies is literally on its feet and is going along quite 
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well. It is still part, however, of an Ethnic Studies program, which has these four 
components—that was the beginning of the Third World College, and it is 
independent of Senate control. Its original conception was a Third World College 
[not a Department of Ethnic Studies] not subject to College of Letters and Sciences 
or to Public Health or Education, or anybody; it was out there in limbo, and it 
reported to the administration, to the chancellor. That’s the way it was really 
structured. Well, as time went by, there were real pulls and tugs to come out of that 
structure and get under the College of Letters and Sciences because there were 
certain things that could happen, certain perks. You could for example, fill out the 
PhD program in a much more coherent way if you had links to other departments. 
There were all kinds of reasons, which again, it’s not any use to go in detail here. But 
what happened was that Banks and his group were pulling Black Studies more and 
more in the direction of Letters and Sciences and then they would break from Ethnic 
Studies and move into [single] department status. [sigh] 

Now, that is one split. The next split is the one that you hear all the time about, which 
is Banks is looking at [race issues in] the United States, and so are many of his 
colleagues, while several others are interested in diasporic studies. So the split 
between Banks and many of those colleagues who looked at what was happening in 
the Caribbean, and the Black Atlantic, you know, diasporic studies and ethnic studies 
is another one of those splits which goes deep and which has as part of it—it’s partly 
gendered and it’s partly generational, it’s all kind of stuff that is going on there, you 
can’t simply locate it as diasporic studies. But black studies departments always have 
this problem of coherence. After all, there are people who study music and literature 
and political science and sociology and anthropology and history—it’s kind of hard 
for there to be a coherence. Margaret Wilkerson, her area was drama. So you didn’t 
have immediately what we are talking about, a coherence, and so the diasporic thing 
was going to be one of those many splits which became much more obvious.  

I don’t know where you want me to go with this, where it makes sense, but the Ethnic 
Studies/Black Studies split—was I think more surface than deep. I think it was more 
of a bureaucratic issue and as time wore on, as time went by, it became clearer and 
clearer, Ethnic Studies was not going to be a college either. It was not going to be 
having autonomy. That’s the discussion we had earlier. Autonomy? How are you 
going to have autonomy when you are reporting to a structure that has this particular 
central core authority? So I think as time went by, the Ethnic Studies faculty began to 
see that too. What is the situation right now, by the way?  

Wilmot: I think that Ethnic Studies, as far as I can pick up, it seems to be under siege again.  

Duster: It’s under siege, but where is it structurally located, do you know?  

Cándida Smith: I thought it was in Letters and Science.  

Duster: It is.  

Cándida Smith: Yeah. The big issue now is whether Asian American—it looks like Asian American 
Studies is going to secede and form its own department, or would like to, is what I 
see. And then which—then makes the concept of comparative ethnic studies, which 
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seems to have been what’s unified them, the department, for the last twenty years 
will then become highly problematic.  

Wilmot: Troy, as someone then, who people were coming and talking to about these splits, did 
you have a stance or a position on any of these issues?  

Duster: [laughs] Yes and no. I felt early on that the Third World College was pie in sky. I 
think by the late seventies it became clear to me that without real political insurgency 
outside the academy, there was not going to be anything resembling a Third World 
College. There just didn’t—they didn’t have the resources for it, it wasn’t going to 
happen at the state legislature level, state assembly wasn’t going to go for it, and the 
Regents gave no indication of support. So no, it wasn’t going to happen. So if that 
was the case then, I didn’t have a strong view that they should definitely go to Letters 
and Sciences, but I did think that they should look for institutional stability. And 
what that form was, they had to sit down among themselves and talk to 
administrators who were sympathetic and find out what that stability would look like. 
But I didn’t have strong advice—go in Letters and Sciences, or stay out. I had advice 
about you better find yourselves some imprimatur legitimacy in the institution where 
you can have a strong position, and it didn’t look to me like being out there in limbo 
for another ten years was going to do that. And my analysis was, you know, standard 
sociology of institutions. Once you change chancellors, you are out there on your 
own. You are at the whim of the chancellor. Whereas if you are embedded in an 
institutional framework where you have much more cover, you’ve got leeway if 
you’ve got a hostile chancellor. But the way it was structured originally, it did require 
that Mike Heyman, or Bowker, or whoever, was sympathetic, because out there in 
that—[makes chopping noise] Whooo! You’d get chopped off like that. If you get the 
budgetary axe, what are you are going to say? So, that was my general advice. I 
didn’t have a programmatic advice.  

Cándida Smith: Nationally, I mean it does seem to me nationally, black studies programs are 
separating out from ethnic studies programs. It’s not always the case, but it seems to 
be a common trend.  

Duster: But were they ever together? I mean it seems to me there were only a few models 
around the country that were like this one. Most of them began I think as autonomous 
or at least separate programs.  

Cándida Smith: Yeah, and then either ethnic studies then gets formed separately, and black studies 
doesn’t join in.  

Duster: Yeah. I think that is more of the pattern. I think Berkeley was the opposite; it started 
with this high hope of comparative ethnic work and then over time for both 
bureaucratic and maybe substantive reasons, it just didn’t work out.  

Wilmot: Was this high hope, was it based on the idea of comparative ethnic work or was it 
about that colonial analogy that you brought—? 

Duster: —the original idea was the colonial analogy. I think comparative work was a part of 
it. But I think that the dominating, animating force behind it was independence and 
autonomy. A greater measure than you would get going into the College of Letters 
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and Sciences, which is why it was regarded in its original as a betrayal to first, head 
off in the direction of traditional work, and secondly, to go into Letters and Sciences. 
See, betrayal of that original notion. In effect, you are giving up. You are saying we 
are not going to get that autonomy. A certain level of reality testing there, going on.  

Wilmot: It’s been interesting for me in doing this work because I don’t have this history of 
this campus, and so sometimes I’ll inadvertently step on those lines, and find them 
still there, still strong between people who have extremely hurt feelings about that 
split between Black Studies and Ethnic Studies. So that’s been interesting for me.  

Duster: Yes. Yeah.  

Wilmot: That actually happened at the first advisory committee meeting of this project.  

Duster: Yeah. Some of those wounds go deep.  

Cándida Smith: Was there ever an effort to recruit you to become faculty in Ethnic Studies?  

Duster: Well, in the early period, right at the very beginning, I took myself out of 
consideration for that role—and that was that article I told you about where I said that 
it should go to someone who has got a different training, a different point of view, 
and has a much more nationalistic insurgency notion, and so on. But yeah, it was 
seriously floated around both by students and by faculty that I should come and take 
over the chair of that department originally. But I didn’t even let that get off the 
ground. That was at an informal level. That never reached formal talk. [laughs] No.  

Wilmot: It was interesting to me also because in looking back in the records I saw that David 
Blackwell, who is a mathematician, had also been invited to be some kind of— 

Duster: —interim chair.  

Wilmot: —an interim chair. Some kind of committee thinking about Black Studies, chair. That 
was amazing to me to think that people were drawing people from such distant 
disciplines into this work. I mean was that the administration doing that?  

Duster: You have to remember this is 1969, I think, ’70?  

Wilmot: It was 1969. 

Duster: There are only seven black faculty on campus. [laughs] That was it! So, what are they 
going to do? Well, go to Blackwell, he was the senior black person on campus. A lot 
of status, national visibility. There was Stayton Webster over in Education. I told you 
these names. And that was it. Bragg over in Engineering, Wilkins in Law, Richmond 
over in Nutritional Sciences, who was not on the ladder as an Academic Senate 
member, and me. Oh, Andy Billingsley who left and went to Howard, Social 
Welfare. So they didn’t have a lot to choose from and Blackwell made a lot of sense 
in the limited number that they were choosing from. By being a famous statistician, 
impeccable credentials, and a gentle man in every way, soft spoken, easy going, but a 
race man, understood the race issues and was never running from them. He made a 
lot of sense to people. Statistics is content free.  
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Wilmot: Yes, very interesting.  

Cándida Smith: I wonder if we should close for today.  

Wilmot: We can close for today or we can launch into the anti-apartheid struggle.  

Duster: [laughs] No.  

Cándida Smith: No, it’s five ‘til, I think we should close for today.  

Wilmot: Okay, all right.  

[End of Audio File 20]
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Interview 14: July 31, 2003 
 
[Begin Audio File 21] 
 
Wilmot: We wanted to spend some time today talking a little bit about the American Cultures 

requirement before we move to everything else. The first question is, what was the 
aim of the requirement?  

Duster: Well, a little bit of history is required to get to the aim. The history had to do with the 
fact that Berkeley, more than any other place I think in the eighties, experienced a 
kind of seismic transformation, a big earthquake in its demographic composition. It 
had gone from a student body of about 80 percent white in the sixties, to by the mid-
eighties, about 40 percent of the students were coming from backgrounds which were 
Asian, African American or Latino. So that demographic shift was going to have an 
impact on the way in which students came into the University and saw or did not see 
their images, representation, their experiences, their literature, their sociopolitical 
reality. For example, the Political Science Department here didn’t have any course on 
urban politics and black mayors even though by the middle eighties—I think the 
figure is correct—of the fifteen top American cities, at the time, thirteen had black 
mayors. So you had a political transformation of the cities of ethnicity that this 
Department of Political Science was not even acknowledging. Ethnic politics was 
one area that was clearly not being covered, even though it was a feature of American 
political life. For example, Political Science has never had a black professor. Those 
things were happening. You have students coming into the University, big 
demographic changes, ethnic politics as an example, as like a metaphor, not being 
covered. Or you would have the Departments of Literature [English] and 
Comparative Literature, still concerned about Chaucer and Conrad, but very little 
being taught in the way of the literature of people who were coming into the 
universities at that time.  

This tension between the curriculum and the demography and the faculty—a three-
part thing, the faculty quite traditional, the curriculum therefore fixed in place, and 
the shifting student body—was going to produce some tension. In the middle eighties 
we began hearing strong movement talk about the curriculum not being reflective of 
the experiences of students. And it coincided with the anti-apartheid movement. Here 
we had students saying, in a huge social movement in the country, “Let’s free South 
Africa,” and some students saying with a sotto voce, “How about freeing the 
curriculum in America?” So the anti-apartheid movement actually was the context for 
some of the stuff that was going to happen with the ethnic studies movement. That’s 
the larger context. After the anti-apartheid movement is more or less successful in the 
middle eighties, we were requiring the divestment of funding of South African 
corporations by the Regents. Then there was a segue into an ethnic studies 
requirement, and the aim was to have the curriculum reflect more of the experience 
of this shifting transformation of students. 

Now, this was clearly going to juxtapose two vital political forces against each other. 
One was what would be called the traditional faculty, whose view was that they teach 
the eternal verities. John Searle from Philosophy would say, from a public stage, 
“I’ve been here since the sixties. I teach speech acts, and I teach whatever else I 
teach. In those days there were all—mainly white students in Wheeler. Now I look 
around and I see that there are mainly Asian faces. I haven’t changed a bit,” he says. 



270 

 

In other words, “I don’t respond to the political winds. I teach the truth.” So that view 
that the faculty is the neutral carrier of the curriculum, they just teach the truth, the 
curriculum, and the political winds may blow, but they don’t respond to political 
winds. This, juxtaposed against the other force, which was the part of the faculty who 
thought that this was quite arrogant and traditional and that the curriculum needed to 
be transformed. 

The ethnic studies requirement, which was the force that the students brought as their 
initiative, was also pretty much championed by the Ethnic Studies department. The 
leading figure there was Ronald Takaki. Ron had been writing for years his own 
historical work about the lack of representation in the historical records about ethnic 
and racial issues, and this permitted the faculty on the other side, the nay-sayers, to 
take the position that, “Oh, this is simply a ploy of Ethnic Studies to get students 
because if you make it a requirement, then their faculty will have secure jobs. 
Student-driven ideas about enrollment and faculty FTE are connected here. If it is a 
requirement, then Ron Takaki and his friends will have a much more of a solid base. 
It’s all about politics of FTE.” The detractors of ethnic studies would say that the 
aims were not scholarly, academic, intellectual; they were simply bureaucratic and 
FTE driven. The challenge from the other side was that the curriculum was out of 
touch with reality. So that is context too.  

Now to your question, which is: the aims. There was no single aim but I think that’s 
the context in which different aims came together. I do think, the question was, how 
do you get a solid fitting of Ethnic Studies on a campus like this? Born into political 
struggle, Ethnic Studies always had to struggle against the faculty perception, 
traditional faculty perception, that this was simply feel-good ethnic politics, not 
serious scholarship. So one of the aims was, if you could get this solidly entrenched 
in the curriculum, you could then have an institutional and organizational base which 
would permit this to grow into a solid discipline. Ultimately, of course, that is what 
has happened. But in that first period, it was a titanic struggle between the 
conservative faculty, some even call them the right-wing faculty, and the more 
progressive forces. And that is the way it lined up in the Academic Senate.  

Now, Mike Heyman was chancellor at the time and he was supportive of this ethnic 
studies idea. But Heyman understood correctly that as chancellor, any administrator, 
cannot simply “change the curriculum.” It had to go through the Academic Senate. 
So that is the fundamental argument as to why the Senate had to be the actual source 
of academic transformation, while the Senate was the actual source of academic 
conservatism. There was the battleground. You put the foxes around the chicken 
coop—I mean I’m not sure what the metaphor is—anyway, the point is you had to 
then give over to the Senate this idea of curriculum transformation, and the Senate 
was the seedbed of a traditional view that the curriculum was not in need of change, 
“We faculty, we just teach the neutral curriculum. You people are being political. We 
the faculty are neutral. You, faculty who want to change, are just simply responding 
to currents of the political winds. You are illegitimate.” So that’s the context. 
Heyman, with key people in the Academic Senate—Russ Ellis is central here, and his 
story will be interesting if you haven’t already heard it—began to devise a plan to 
help orchestrate how key faculty members would get on a key committee to produce 
a document that would make ethnic studies a viable possibility.  
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So, the Committee on Committees, which is one of the real committees of power in 
the Senate, was carefully scrutinized for which faculty members had a lot of 
intellectual weight and heft. Who would come in on this committee and actually both 
be supportive, provide the intellectual sustenance, the grounds for this? Well, they 
came up with a remarkably strong group—Larry Levine in History, Bill Simmons of 
course was the architect for this in Anthropology—anyway, it is a part of the public 
record. These are all very strong scholars in their own field, so you couldn’t just turn 
around and say this was “just politics,” because these people had won international 
acclaim in their own disciplines. There was a very important linguist—doesn’t 
matter—they were all in their own fields established scholars. And they came up with 
this idea that we needed an ethnic studies requirement, but they wanted to in some 
ways block off or preempt the right wing. What they did was to bring in the European 
element and made it comparative. So that was the political coup that Larry Levine 
and these other people staged, to preempt the—this was “only, only about ethnic 
studies, we’re going to be bringing in comparative ethnicity.” You compare therefore 
Poles, and Italians, and Irish, and Jews from Europe, to Native Americans and 
African Americans and so on. So this was the big compromise that seemed to work—
well, it did work, politically. And I guess that’s the answer to your question about the 
aim. The aims had to do with this multifaceted problem of dealing with conflicting 
interests. Some faculty did not want to see this happen as an ethnic studies enclave. 
So you bring in the European comparative and you break the deadlock. As you 
probably know, the first time it came up in the Senate it was either defeated or tabled, 
I forget which.  

Cándida Smith: It was tabled. 

Duster: It was tabled. And tabled, to go back and fine tune, it came back a second time at a 
very contentious meeting and passed by about thirty or forty votes. Something around 
120 to 90, something like that—I’m within the ballpark. It was contentious, the 
debate, and along these lines that I just outlined. Traditional scholarship, “You guys 
are political,” now, new scholarship, “You guys are caught up in another era, you are 
trapped.”  

Cándida Smith: Do you know where the idea for the pentagram came from in the course of the 
discussion?  

Duster: I don’t know whether I can pinpoint it to any one person or one discipline. It was 
clearly the collective wisdom of that committee, because by the time it surfaced, 
everybody in the committee had bought into it. There was no substantial dissent that 
we should have these five major groups, and then something requiring comparative 
analysis in every course. 

Cándida Smith: Is there an implicit conception or theorization of race involved in the pentagram 
that— 

Duster: Well, you know, implicit probably, but I think if we went to the various members of 
the committee, what they would say is, they were responding to the political reality 
of the times, and here is where they would of course be vulnerable to the John 
Searles’. Indeed, Asian Americans had become an important force in American 
society by the 1980s, the 1990s. The immigration doors of the ’65 act had opened 
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things up, and now in California, 12 percent of the population is Asian. Well, would 
you have the same Asian-American studies course in Northern Michigan, would be 
the argument. Well, a version of race, a theory of race? Well, it was a theory of what 
are the important social forces at play that are shaping the demography and the 
realities of American intellectual and political life? And Asian Americans by this 
time had become very important players on two coasts. Latinos, in particular, in 
California and Texas and Florida—racialization, well, you know, complex issue here. 
It was not race as much as it was the way in which ethnicity was going to play itself 
out in these places and become ethnic politics. And so it was race and ethnicity 
together which was going to help shape the theory about how, why you have these 
five groups. If, for example, we were in England—and this would have been my 
argument—you’d have to, it seemed to me, have dealt with the question of the 
subcontinent of India as an important force shaping English intellectual political life 
in the period. It was Caribbean and Pakistani and Indians who were much more 
important in England. So if I were to do ethnic studies courses or comparative studies 
in England, I would argue you needed to bring that core in. Well, you can see how 
this made it both substantive and contextual and, quote, “real,” but it also made it 
vulnerable to the John Searles’, who were saying, “See, see, Duster is admitting that 
it’s all about the political winds of change. I teach the eternal verities, he is teaching 
the political winds of change.”  

Cándida Smith: Of course now one of the issues currently is whether Muslims or Middle Easterners, 
Middle Eastern immigrants— 

Duster: Indeed.  

Cándida Smith: —brought into the pentagram should be expanded to a hexagram— 

Duster: Right. Why don’t we stop for a second. I’ll get you your coffee and return.  

[pause]  

Cándida Smith: I raise that question because clearly now there is pressure in that particular direction, 
but there is also I think a sort of broad-faced question of why those five groups, why 
not looking at differences in gender, why was gender and sexuality sliced out of it? 
You have people bringing in non-racial ethnic communities such as the disabled and 
saying, “Why shouldn’t this requirement address the broader question of how 
difference in hierarchy and stratification emerges in this country?”  

Duster: Well, I don’t want to be the unreconstructed defender of the original conception. I 
wasn’t part of the architecture of thought that produced it, but I do think that one 
could come up with a pretty good reason why in 1985 you would have these five 
major groups, and therefore if the rationale has to do with the nature and the 
character of social and political life in the country and demography, well of course, 
there will be changes over a twenty-year period. And those changes perhaps would 
undermine the argument for the original conception. So that is what we are getting 
now. We are getting people saying, “Well, wait a minute, that was twenty years ago. 
Haven’t things changed, and don’t you now want to revisit and rethink the 
curriculum?” Well, the curriculum committee is actually in turmoil over this one. It’s 
not as though there is a clear answer, because social change doesn’t happen 
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overnight. It doesn’t go quickly from one group to the other. If Arab Americans, for 
example, grow up and decide that they are going to be Arab Americans, if all Arab 
Americans said, “Okay, now we are Arab Americans,” as opposed to being either 
closeted or irrelevant in terms of the politics of this, it seems to me that that would be 
a powerful thing, and the requirement would have to take into account that Arab 
Americans were beginning to become a political force. After all, the basis for this 
was that students had come from these different backgrounds and wanted their 
representation in the curriculum. So, well, if Arab Americans said now suddenly, 
“We are a force,” that’s got to be part of the argument. Issues of sexuality, of gender, 
of disabledness, and so on, emerged in public political consciousness, but over time. 

Now, if you go back to the original argument, my guess is that this is the way in 
which American culture and cultures developed and survived and emerged and so 
forth. So the reason why ethnicity and race were front and center was because that 
was the engine driving demography and politics in the eighties. It was not that the 
disabled or that sexually people’s preferences were driving that agenda. The five-
handed beast was the original engine for that drive was what I began with. We have 
gone from a mainly white campus to a campus that was mainly ethnically and 
racially diverse. So that was the social reality that I think drove and fueled change. 
Twenty years later, if it turns out, and I think it is turning out, that as you put it, the 
Arab Americans, the Jewish American conflict, the Middle East is driving all this 
stuff, 9/11 has transformed consciousness around the Muslim religion and its role in 
America—yeah. All of those things might be of increasing interest in terms of 
pushing for curricular change. What we are seeing is piecemeal change. We are not 
seeing it in terms of, let’s change the Big Five to involve the Big Six and the Big 
Seven, we are saying, “All right, we have got to keep this comparative frame and let 
the committee that approves the curriculum be much more mindful of these blips on 
the screen of change and be much more receptive to initiatives which one would 
incorporate that change.” My guess is, that will happen for the next few years. 
American Cultures will be fluid at the borders of this Big Five, but it will not go back 
to the Senate because of the politics of the Senate. To go back to the Senate now 
would be to open up Pandora’s box. And I think the people who want to keep this 
requirement are aware of the delicate balance. Do you really want to go into a scene 
where you don’t have a powerful, firm, intellectual argument in your hands, but you 
simply have a shifting demography argument? Now, that plays into the hands of the 
people who want to attack you, for simply being the political winds of change.  

Cándida Smith: One of the things that strikes me about the process by which it works its way through 
the Senate is that not only does it shift from being an ethnic studies requirement to a 
requirement in the study of cross-comparative, cross-cultural interaction in the U.S., 
the thrust of it shifts from ethnic studies, ethnic studies departments, to the campus at 
large, that somehow the campus at large is going to address that. How did that 
process take place, and was it conscious?  

Duster: Yes. The original idea was that this will be—the language of the period was 
something called mainstreamed, like you would break out of this notion that Ethnic 
Studies owned ethnic studies, that each department would have to deal with the 
ethnic, racial reconfiguration of America. That was always there, but now we had to 
be conscious about it, so whether you were in Public Health or Architecture, whether 
you were in Anthropology or Political Science, Literature, you’d have to come to 
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terms with it. You couldn’t simply say, “Oh, that is an Ethnic Studies problem. 
That’s what they do in Ethnic Studies. ” Now the problem, and this is the problem as 
I see it in American Cultures, is that you got institutional commitment without 
institutional support. Sort of like when the Congress will pass legislation, but there 
will not be an appropriations bill to fund it. American Cultures in its early incarnation 
had an appropriation. It actually did have the imprimatur of the chancellor and the 
vice chancellor. Heyman and Park were behind it. They reported directly to their 
offices. And in the ensuing period it got decreasingly—it got demoted in the structure 
of hierarchy and reporting. This is because the vice chancellor at the time, Carol 
Christ, decided well, it’s not institutionalized, and therefore we don’t need to have it 
reporting into a line directly to the vice chancellor’s office. It therefore got less and 
less funding. The early period, there was funding from private sources, I think either 
Pew funded some of the summer faculty fellowships, which were vital because the 
faculty had no incentive except their own desire. So you had young faculty coming 
in, and all of a sudden they had $6,000 in the summertime to revise and revamp their 
courses. Well, that’s an incentive. So there was an organizational structural force 
operating the first few years to get faculty to come and do this. When the 
administration began to pull back and demote it in the hierarchy, to report only to 
undergraduate deans, then it lost its funding stream, it got in effect defunded, 
demoted, and by the time I was asked to come in and do something with this, it was 
down to $2,000 per faculty member, and the first thing I did was to get the chancellor 
to agree to refund to the original level.  

Wilmot: Troy, how did you become involved?  

Duster: I was occasionally consulting the chancellor on any number of other matters, and on 
one occasion he asked for my opinion on what was happening, and I told him what I 
thought was happening with American Cultures. I told him that this was in some 
ways the jewel of the crown of the University’s curricular development but it was 
being treated as a stepchild, so that there needed to be some rethinking about 
American Cultures, and he happened to agree. He was an outsider, after all. I mean, 
this chancellor came in from the outside.  

Cándida Smith: Which one?  

Duster: [Robert] Berdahl. Berdahl comes in from the outside, and for the first two years he is 
listening to his vice chancellor and his deans, and they have decided that American 
Cultures is stable and doesn’t need any funding, and he lets it deteriorate, because 
they want it to deteriorate. They think it’s just, it’s a no—the later deans were no fans 
of American Cultures. Heyman and Park were strong supporters. Tien comes in, and 
Tien is more or less continuity and hands off. He was not going to defund it but he 
was not exactly a strong champion of it. He was simply, “All right, let’s let this 
happen,” And Tien, unlike—this is an important point—Heyman and Park both 
understood that the Academic Senate was part of the problem, and so their task was 
to help those in the Senate who wanted to revamp, revise, provide support. So they 
would provide a little funding and incentives, and they’d turn up a few resources and 
so on to keep this thing going. When Tien took over, Tien’s attitude was, “The 
Senate should be in control,” and one should not from the top come in and interfere. 
So Tien’s view was, “Let the bureaucracy, let the academic Senate, control this.”  
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Well, you know from my early remarks that I thought the Senate was the source of 
part of the problem. They wanted traditional, “Don’t mess with me, because we are 
neutral political actors; we don’t do politics, you do politics.” So by Tien coming in 
and in effect saying, “Whatever,” it put into the hands of the vice chancellor, Carol 
Christ, who was no friend of American Cultures, this notion of, “Well, let’s let it 
drift.” So by the time Berdahl takes over from Tien, it is really in crisis.  

Wilmot: I’m sorry when I interrupted you because what you were saying—you were about to 
talk about what your priorities were once you became involved. 

Duster: I wanted to restore the faculty—let’s back up. What I said, I want to repeat here, I 
said that what was going on was that some part of the faculty and some part of the 
administration had taken the view that American Cultures was not institutionalized 
and need not have any more support. In fact, there was nothing to support it except 
the will of the faculty. So here we had a campus-wide undergraduate requirement, 
and yet we began to see, I began to see, the erosion of faculty willing to teach these 
courses. So you go back six to eight years and you began to see how the younger 
faculty are now getting older, and some of the senior faculty who have been involved 
were retiring; some of them died, some of them went on to other universities, so 
some of the big courses that had been taught early on by the enthusiasts for American 
Cultures, some of those courses were now lying fallow. And there were no incentives 
from the administration to refurbish, to replenish, to reinvigorate, to give incentives 
to faculty to come into those courses and teach them. So what was happening, we 
began to get adjunct faculty, teaching assistants, graduate students teaching those 
courses and the whole idea of mainstreaming was being dramatically undercut and 
undermined because the main faculty said, “Why should I teach those courses? There 
is nothing in it for me.” It was depleting the resources of their departments, because 
they had to have teaching assistants, so they said, “Well, unless the administration’s 
going to give us money for this, why should we go in there and teach it? There is no 
reward structure here.” And they were right. In terms of the institutional award 
structure, nothing was going to permit them to say, “It’s a good thing for our young 
faculty.” Now I— 

Cándida Smith: I think there was even a sort of negative in the sense— 

Duster: Exactly right. It’s not going to get you tenure.  

Cándida Smith: And the evals for the same courses go down when they get AC requirements. 

Duster: Yeah. Because the students that come in, many of them are taking the courses 
because it is a requirement, not because they want to take it. The answer, Nadine, is 
that I saw this institutionally and organizationally; I saw the administration not being 
clear and coherent about what its purposes were, letting this drift, the Senate itself 
was letting it drift. The infrastructure didn’t really care, so I went to the dean, or to 
the deans and said, “Look, let’s do interviews with the department chairs.” I think I 
said this earlier to you. I went over and interviewed several department chairs with 
the dean, and got this picture, which was a huge range. Some faculty taking the view, 
“Let it die.” The Political Science chair said, “There is an option here, go back to the 
Senate and get rid of this requirement.” All the way to another four or five 
department chairs, a continuum which said, “No, no, let’s really find a way to give 
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people resources.” But what they meant was, the administration should come in and 
provide FTE. Now, one of the ideas, which was one of the dean’s ideas, which—I 
suppose I can tell this story—sitting in the faculty club with the former Chancellor, 
ex-Chancellor Mike Heyman, and the current dean, [George] Breslauer. And 
Breslauer, we are talking about American Cultures and the problem. And Breslauer 
says, “Well, you know, we have an option here, and one of the options is simply to 
hire adjunct faculty who are very good to teach these courses.” And Heyman, the 
chancellor who was the original architect, said very angrily, “That cuts into the 
purpose of the requirement. The whole idea was to have the regular faculty teach 
these courses, that it would transform the regular faculties’ understanding of 
American society, history, literature, and so on. To bring in adjunct faculty, who are 
part-time teachers who could teach these big, massive courses,” he said, “was to once 
again ghettoize American Cultures.” And that exchange between the old guard, 
Heyman, and the new dean, was to me crystallizing the problem. So there you have it 
in a nutshell—I thought my role was going to be to resuscitate, to revivify, provide a 
little resource and then increase the consciousness of the administration and the 
Senate—that this was a problem that they were facing. I found myself—this was 
even in a period in which there were resources—up against an unattractive situation 
where the administration was not willing to really put teeth—bad metaphor—carrots 
and sticks is a better metaphor—carrots and sticks before the faculty in terms of 
getting this requirement supported and getting faculty incentives which were real and 
institutionally firm and providing some kind of sanctions for those departments that 
refused to teach American Cultures courses.  

For example, Economics has never taught a course—I think I’m right about this—
never had a faculty that would teach a course on American Cultures. Well, there are 
ways in which deans, and provosts, and chancellors, can make clear the institutional 
commitments. You say, “Well, you want X FTE, you want some more resources? 
Here is a way to get them.” Of course, they have never been willing to do that. Now, 
there are reasons why one wouldn’t do that, I mean I’m not naive, but I am just 
suggesting that those institutional tradeoffs—and this administration has never said to 
Economics or Political Science or any other field, “We are going to tie your budget 
and your FTE allocation to whether or not you are being responsive to a University 
requirement that you field courses in American Cultures.” That’s never happened. 
It’s an undercurrent sometimes, some subtle stuff that goes on where a little bit of 
money is given to a department to do something with it, but mainstreaming? No, I 
mean that exchange between Heyman and Breslauer is key to understanding what has 
happened with American Cultures. So, if you want to give adjunct faculty money to 
go teach, if that’s all you want to do, fulfill the requirement and keep it going, then 
why not hire an adjunct faculty member without benefits, at less than half time, to go 
on and teach a class with 300 students. Hey, that will work. But you are not getting 
the Department of Economics to rethink the way in which different elements of 
American society come together to produce the economic reality of the United States, 
and that is not what is happening here. 

Wilmot: To what do you attribute this overarching shift in terms of administrative priorities? 
Is it just the political context? Is it individual priorities—the priorities of individuals? 

Duster: Well, interesting question. I think indeed if someone like Heyman, who was a rather 
strong voice for this, had he remained as chancellor or someone like him remained as 
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chancellor, there would have been much more of an infrastructure of support for 
American Cultures. So part one of the answer is yes. On the other hand, I am a 
sociologist, and I do understand that transformation and change happened, and indeed 
what was going on here is that you had to have change. Heyman was not going to 
stay as chancellor. So then, what were the institutional arrangements which would 
provide support for American Cultures? And there weren’t any. It did pivot on the 
interest of the chancellor. What I was saying earlier about NYU therefore comes 
home to roost. That if you have a very strong provost or chancellor who wants 
something to happen at NYU, it’ll happen, but when that person goes, it goes away. 
So Berkeley never put in place institutional infrastructural organizational apparati to 
make American Cultures viable. It relied too heavily upon the strong chancellor. And 
that’s I think its fate is tied to that reality. 

Cándida Smith: One of the things I think in the report that you prepared on the float problem that 
deals with more things than that, but one of the things that was very striking to me 
was that five departments seem to provide two thirds of the seats. Looking at those 
five departments, they seem to me to be probably the five departments that should be 
carrying the brunt, because they deal with social stratification, comparative cultural 
analysis, but are you concerned about this issue of the narrow range of departments 
that are actually stepping up to bat? 

Duster: Well, there were two parts of the concern. The first one is that it was too heavily 
biased in terms of these departments, but even there I felt the mainstreaming problem 
had surfaced. That we were too heavily relying upon teaching assistants, graduate 
students, GSIs [Graduate Student Instructors], adjunct faculty. And that was a 
trendline. And the senior faculty who had earlier been so much involved, as I said in 
that float, were retiring or going elsewhere. So what I saw as a trajectory was a real 
float coming down the pipe. It wasn’t just that it was narrowing in the constriction of 
five major departments, but who in those departments were doing the teaching? They 
were related. And if you could expand to maybe ten, fifteen departments, you would 
at least have a wider base, and of course I would have also liked to have seen the 
administration be much more supportive of faculty who wanted to come and teach 
these courses. You can provide real rewards to the faculty that are not that expensive. 
My view has always been that the faculty can and will come cheaply into curricular 
innovation. You don’t need to provide a lot. You give people a month or two of 
summer salary. You give them some rewards at bio-bib time, and when it comes time 
to say, “Well, you get a merit increase,” teaching an American Cultures course might 
put you over to a merit increase. Now that’s not a big thing—a merit increase, to the 
administration. That’s chickenfeed. But to a faculty member, merit increase, summer 
salary, that’s big. They wouldn’t even do that. 

Cándida Smith: Now is that the administration or is the Budget Committee in that particular case? 

Duster: Again, I think with a strong chancellor, you could push the Budget Committee. The 
trouble is, the Budget Committee is the infrastructure for the Senate. It is that 
network of people who saw this in the political struggle—who saw American 
Cultures as generated out of this politics as opposed to—it had the imprimatur of 
respectability, but in the faculty club and the dining room, the whispering campaign, 
well, it’s all about politics. The Budget Committee would never on its own come out 
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and support these kinds of innovations. It would have to be pushed, and once the 
pushers left, [chuckles] it was all over. 

Wilmot: What did you feel you accomplished in your tenure as director of American Cultures? 

Duster: I gave it life for an extra three years. It did have a little resurgence, but I do not 
believe I was able to provide the kind of long-term possible support. I said that to 
various people who asked me, I said, “Look, this is too much dependent upon me 
being in this position.” As long as I was in the position, of course, there was going to 
be money forthcoming for faculty development. Why? Because it was promised. And 
so I had a promise. But I knew that unless a successor got similar promises, those 
faculty development grants were gone. And we all have seen that happen, and 
because of the budgetary crisis—axing anything that seems like it’s discretionary is 
possible. But I think my argument in the float was that it wasn’t discretionary as long 
as you had a requirement. That didn’t fall upon happy ears. Indeed there was a 
moment there where kind of silly bureaucratic tension, where one of the 
undergraduate deans was upset because I had the temerity to produce this document 
without going through hierarchian channels. Well, so there you see it, right? The 
notion that there were hierarchian channels in place, was a function of a decision by 
the administration to demote American Cultures down to level of undergraduate 
deans as opposed to seeing it as a Universitywide issue. And some of the 
undergraduate deans were opposed to the whole enterprise. 

Cándida Smith: Yes. 

Duster: Okay. So there you saw in this little exchange between me and—this never got in 
print by the way, this is simply a—well, maybe it was in print, maybe there was an 
email, a memo, a concern that I had cried wolf—sounded the alarm bell without 
going through the procedures of asking the various deans whether or not the alarm 
bell should be sounded. There was a little of that going on. [laughs] But again, I 
mentioned that not because I felt personally assaulted, but because I think 
organizationally it does speak loudly to what happened. In ’91 and ’92 Bill Simmons 
could and did walk in to see Rod Park and Mike Heyman and say, “Look, we need 
this kind of support.” By the time I become American Cultures director, they had put 
in place layers of bureaucracy that made it impossible for that to happen unless I 
went around, as I am quite capable of doing, and talked directly to the chancellor. 
Well, that then generates a kind of bureaucratic enmity or jealousy or pettiness, 
“What are you doing talking to the chancellor? You should be talking to me, I’m the 
next in command.” So it’s the command structure I’m pointing to. I don’t care about 
the little bit of tension in there, I’m not concerned with that kind of pettiness, but I 
mean the fact that they had demoted American Cultures meant that an American 
Cultures director could no longer have that kind of authority, access, connection to 
the very top administration to get the kind of support that was needed [, despite this 
being the single and only course requirement for all students.] 

Cándida Smith: Now the unit reports directly to the vice provost for undergraduate education. Is that 
a step in the right direction? 

Duster: That’s right. That is what has happened. I think that actually is pretty good because I 
know the person in that role, and she is very supportive. The problem is, of course, 
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the budgetary constraint, and she has decided that she is effectively the director of 
American Cultures right now because they don’t want to appoint anybody because it 
is going to save some budget—this is kind of minor, trivial detail, but it does again, 
speak to the larger question of the degree to which the administration and the faculty 
have in fact demoted American Cultures. 

Cándida Smith: That it has no real director. 

Duster: Yeah.  

Wilmot: Troy, I’m wondering how—and I understand that you were central in the way that 
this was originally imagined and implemented, but in retrospect, looking back—how 
would you imagine it both intellectually, and how would you embed it in the 
administration differently to give it more legs, more longevity? 

Duster: I think what should have happened was that they could have put in place strong 
institutional, organizational supports for American Cultures. Providing, for example, 
joint appointments. They could have had FTE allocations in which one could have 
had an appointment in American Cultures and in a department and then one—the 
administration could have said to the Departments of Political Science, Economics 
and so forth, “If you really want these appointments, you can have them, but it 
requires that there be half-time teaching American Cultures.” And then provide 
structural incentives for faculty who are in Economics or Political Science or other 
fields, structure incentives for them to be involved. And those have to do with what I 
was saying earlier, that is, if you provide merit increases and summer salary and 
summer fellowships, the faculty will come. [laughs] 

Cándida Smith: There are now plans of furthering—who knows how the budget crisis is going to go, 
but because of Tidal Wave II, the increase in faculty hiring, and a lot of that has been 
tied not to the departments, but to these strategic initiatives. How do your concerns 
about the direction of this campus and curriculum tie in with these current strategic 
initiatives? 

Duster: You know, I just don’t know enough. The initiative requires the institutes to cut 
across different fields? 

Cándida Smith: Yeah. One is supposed to be metropolitan studies. There was the competition of— 

Duster: Yeah, right. Well those are mainly, aren’t they—they are not teaching units. 

Cándida Smith: No. Well, they are supposed to teach as well. Yeah. 

Duster: I see, well, see, I’m learning something. I think again, you can allocate FTE in a way 
that ties these faculty into teaching American Cultures. There is not a complicated 
formula here. It’s a matter of the political will to do this and I just haven’t seen it 
there. 

Cándida Smith: Yeah. If I compare the Berkeley American Cultures model with the Michigan Race 
and Ethnicity requirement, which I think is probably more typical, it’s just any class 
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in which two groups are compared—do you think the structure of the American 
Cultures requirement sets too high a bar? 

Duster: No. I think the question was whether or not there was going to be institutional 
affirmation of that bar. I don’t think it was a big thing to get faculty to revise the 
curriculum, if you gave them incentives and rewarded them. The first five years of 
the requirement were a great success. We institutionalized, we redrafted over 250 
courses and many of them were wonderful courses. I mean, it’s in the nature of the 
enterprise that you are going to get a wide range, and some of the courses are going 
to be crude and difficult and insubstantial, and that’s the nature of the curriculum. 
But I don’t think it was too high a bar. I think the bar was appropriately high and that 
many faculty met it and overreached—that is, they did things that the requirement 
itself didn’t require but which really opened up not just the curriculum but opened up 
the eyes of the faculty themselves who were teaching those courses. So some of the 
best testimonials come from faculty members who talk about how because they were 
reconfiguring their courses, they had new insights about the nature of what they were 
doing, and then often did new kinds of scholarship. And I’m not just making this up; 
there are strong documents in the files about young faculty and older faculty who 
talked about these summer seminars as being intellectually the most interesting parts 
of their time at Berkeley. That, for the first time, they were engaged in discussions 
about intellectual development of their own courses and their own research as 
opposed to just another faculty meeting to discuss the most recent personnel matters, 
or who gets what kind of office space. So they were, the faculty who were involved 
in this, not only regarded it as intellectually exciting, but that the bar was not just 
high, it was reachable, and that having reached it, they had really been transformed 
by it.  

That was the goal, going back to your original question. What was the goal? Not just 
that you would open, expand the curriculum, it was that the faculty themselves would 
rethink the curriculum and in so doing would open it up to a wider range of 
scholarship. And for some people that happened. So going back to your question 
about Michigan, I always felt—and I should put this on tape—that Michigan had a 
much better program of faculty development than Berkeley, and that Berkeley had a 
much better curriculum development program than Michigan, and that I actually tried 
to be the broker to produce a marriage between the two institutions and got Ford 
funding, got Edgar Beckham of the Ford Foundation to agree that this would be a 
good thing, to bring what they call in Michigan, what’s it called, “fair teach”? There 
is a group in Michigan with Mark Chesler who would teach faculty how to deal with 
a very diverse classroom. 

Cándida Smith: Right. At CRLT [Center for Research on Learning and Teaching]. Right. 

Duster: Right. And I thought that that was inchoate, not very well developed, but needed 
stronger development. And that if Ford would put money behind that, while helping 
Michigan do a faculty development about teaching in a diverse classroom, join hands 
with Berkeley, which has a much more imaginative, innovative curriculum 
development, have Michigan’s faculty then teach Berkeley’s faculty what they had 
learned about teaching in a diverse classroom, there might be this wonderful synergy 
between the two institutions. So for about six months or a year I was playing this role 
of the intermediary and then it all fell apart. Now, it fell apart for reasons which are 
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in some ways personalistic and institutional—it’s not worth going into, but my view 
is that this was a missed opportunity in American higher education—that these two 
institutions which are pretty high profile and were each doing curriculum, or faculty 
development, could have had this interesting marriage and have produced a real 
important innovation, but it didn’t come to pass. 

Cándida Smith: I wonder if we should move on, if we are going to— 

Wilmot: Yeah, we have been talking about American Cultures for a while. I guess one last 
question is about how the opponents to the American Cultures requirement, it seems 
like it tends to be the same cast of characters from instance to instance, but I was 
reviewing some documents about in 1999, when at the end of the year there was in 
the Academic Senate, it looked like there was a big snafu around people who were 
opponents to the chancellor, or what the chancellor had done, with regards to getting 
more FTE to Ethnic Studies. It made me really think about the array of individuals 
who consistently show up to oppose these issues. What I call canon transformation.  

Cándida Smith: Or admissions, change to admissions policies. 

Wilmot: Yeah. And I was just wondering if you could just talk a little bit about what that 
structure is like with that group of people and what are their mechanics, what do they 
mobilize for and how they mobilize. 

Duster: Well, I do think they think of themselves as defending the citadel. That outside the 
gates there are the barbarians, and they would come in and transform the University 
into a place that is no longer intellectually highbrow—that they simply see outside of 
it, they see any impetus for change as motivated by unwashed egalitarians who don’t 
see the real intellectual force of the academy, which is what they represent. They see 
themselves as the carriers of the great culture of the nineteenth century. They think 
the great thoughts, and other people who would want change don’t want it because 
they’re not at the same high level, but because they are plebian and pedestrian and 
want to bring down the curriculum. So they actually have this self-conception of the 
high moral ground, and they want to characterize others, as I said earlier, as political. 
They never see themselves as being political in the sense of, they are just the carriers 
of the neutral curriculum. They just teach the curriculum. And those people who are 
interested in gender studies or disability studies, or queer studies, or ethnic studies, or 
black studies—those people are political. “We are not. We just teach the curriculum.” 

Wilmot: That’s interesting because we have some of their oral histories, and these are the 
people who really criticize identity politics, but they so frequently bring to bear their 
identity politics, and they go back and say, “Well, it’s because I was this, and came 
from here, and that’s why I feel this way.” It’s so interesting.  

Duster: I think you put your finger on it. There is this notion that as I speak—I am now 
speaking as if I were one of them: “I speak the universal aspirations of human 
dignity. That is, I speak not because of my particularity. My particular experience is a 
ratification that I transcend all these politics. I came out of this experience in Europe 
in which people got ground up in this identity politics and now I transcend. 
Everybody else is still mired in this stuff and we need to transcend.” 
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Wilmot: Yes. Yeah. Okay, let’s take a break. 

[begin audio file 22] 

Cándida Smith: One of the things that struck me when I was reading the Diversity Project report was 
how different the experience of the students that you interviewed was from your own 
experience. It was night and day.  

Duster: Indeed. 

Cándida Smith: Did that strike you? 

Duster: Oh yes. Oh yes. I have often said “scratch a theory, find an autobiography.” [laughs] 
I think part of my motivation during the Diversity Project was my lack of 
comprehension of what was going on. I think I really wanted to get in the minds of 
some of these young people and see what it was like to be living in a world which 
was so different from the one I grew up in. I was clearly motivated to answer 
questions, and I’ll give you a short anecdote to give you the flavor of this. I have 
many nephews and nieces—three brothers and a sister, all of whom are rabbits, so I 
have got these sixteen nephews and nieces. And as they were growing up and going 
through college they would often come to me as the uncle. They would say things 
like, “Uncle Troy, there is racism out there!” I would say, “Oh really, what is this?” 
And they would tell me what their experiences were, and I had to really hold back—
not that I would guffaw and laugh at them, but, “Wait a minute, you call that 
racism?” You know, I am teasing up to a point, but someone would frown at them in 
some situation.  

Well, I grew up in a scene, which, you couldn’t go across town to get your hair cut, 
or you couldn’t go to the bowling alley, or you couldn’t actually go to the restaurant a 
few miles away. So, hearing my nephews and nieces describe this somewhat subtle, 
intricate experience of racism and then being almost inarticulate in giving voice to 
it—I was fascinated by what I call in my own view the “new face of racism,” the 
rage—the wonderful, well, the book isn’t wonderful, but the idea is, The Rage of a 
Privileged Class by Ellis Cose. I said, okay, I am going to go out there, and I am 
going to do this Diversity Project. I am going to find out, if you really give people a 
chance to give language, to give voice to the emotional stuff that’s going on, you will 
get insight as to what is happening in America. It was clear in my era, in my day, 
black and white. Now, here thirty or forty years later, you have these shades of 
gray—what is all this? Yet the language of racism was unreconstructed. You didn’t 
have, in other words, an appropriate calibration of language to address the 
complexity of the shades of gray. So that’s behind the Diversity Project, and if you 
ask me what I was doing at a personal level I would say, I am going to figure out 
what was it that my nephews and nieces were really talking about. [laughs]  

Okay. So flash forward here, thirty or forty years later, and I am interviewing, along 
with my colleagues, people who are all black, because I am a black professor. Then 
we are going to go on to these groups of, you know, Noah’s Ark. We are going to 
have a couple of blacks, a couple of Asians, a couple of Latinos, we are going to put 
them together and ask them—I’m going to get at this question of how do you 
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experience the world of race in a situation in which, it’s such a diverse potentially 
rich or explosive—depending on how you think about this—scene.  

Just to recap for a second, I was one of seven black students in a class of 7,000 back 
in 1956. Now on campus, and this is a reference to middle-early 1990s, where no 
student could claim actual majority status, I mean whites were now down to about 40 
to 45 percent in the early nineties. Okay. So that was the motivation, and no doubt 
about it, my experience of diversity in 1953 was completely different than 1990. For 
starters, I had, perforce, white friends. There were only six blacks on the campus 
besides me, so my four years were spent developing friendships, which were rather 
deep and strong, which have lasted for forty years.  

I was noticing there was a critical mass of now—black students or Asian students—
you could literally live your life at Berkeley and have only black friends. You didn’t 
have to have this cross-cultural or multicultural experience, although the potential 
was there. So I found this remarkably counterintuitive. And yet if you think about it, 
it makes a lot of sense. If there had been 400 black students at Northwestern when I 
was an undergraduate, maybe I would have been in this situation of seeing a world of 
all black students. That would have been my social life. So here we are, over 1,000 
black students at Berkeley by the time we get into the late eighties, early nineties, and 
unlike the experience of Thelton Henderson or Russ Ellis—when we grew up there 
were twenty, thirty, forty at most, even at a place like Berkeley or UCLA with 
Russ—now there were 1,000. You could literally configure and reconfigure your 
social life around an ethnic racial identity that you could not in the fifties, if you were 
on a “major campus.” And that is what we began to see. And we heard both voices.  

We heard some students saying this was a great thing. They could literally discover 
their ethnic racial identity again. And the irony in this is, perhaps the most striking 
find of the Diversity Project was that many of these students, we are talking about 
Latinos and blacks and Asians, came out of mainly white high schools, would come 
to Berkeley and discover ethnic or racial identity because they were in a critical mass 
for the first time, of Asians and Latinos and blacks. So it was a strange finding—that 
California’s racial segregation at high school level would produce a strained elite of 
Latinos, Asians, and blacks, who came out of many white schools, come to Berkeley 
and discover blackness and Latinoness and Asianness. And then the opposite for 
white students; they come out of these of course mainly white high schools, get to 
Berkeley, and Berkeley was no longer mainly white. I mean, I don’t mean that 
literally, I mean that in a kind of figurative sense, they would experience Berkeley as 
being, “Whoa! All these people of color!” So the white and black students—or even 
best, white and Native American students had a completely distinct experience. 
White students who come to Berkeley and go, “Whoa, all this diversity here, 
wonderful! I get a chance to meet people and be around people who are so different 
than me.” And the Native Americans and the blacks at the extreme would say, 
“Whoa. I come to Berkeley and I can now be around people who are like me.” These 
two experiences were just completely at odds. As opposed to the most famous part of 
the Diversity Project, the part that I used to get quoted about all the time was that 
white students saw diversity as individual enrichment. The Native American students 
saw diversity as potential for group affirmation.  
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The white students would come to campus and they would want to reach out as 
individuals. They wanted to have a pizza or a beer, that was the famous quote. They 
wanted a pizza or a beer with “the other.” And the “other” would say, “Are you in 
favor of Affirmative Action?” The white students would say, “No, I think that’s 
terrible.” “Are you in favor of an admissions policy which admits more people?” 
“No, no, we want just meritocracy.” And so on. And the other would then say, the 
black student would say to the white student, “Well, then you’re a racist.” And the 
white student would be completely discombobulated by this experience, because he 
or she wanted to have a pizza or beer, and here was this Native American or black 
talking about institutional organizational change that they didn’t care about or 
rejected. So that backdrop helped me understand why Berkeley, why this thing called 
race tension, race conflict, was so intense. People were on different pages. They were 
having different experiences of diversity. They didn’t mean the same thing. White 
students meant, “Give me a pizza and a beer and let’s hang out. I want to understand 
you.” The other extreme was, “I want institutional and relational transformation.” 
Now, I am crystallizing the extremes for a reason. There is a lot in the middle here, 
but I think the Diversity Project actually did capture that. It captured that tension and 
if there was any contribution, it was in that zone.  

Wilmot: Did you feel as if, you said that you had these questions about your nieces’ and 
nephews’ experiences— 

Duster: Yeah.  

Wilmot: —did you feel like you got those answered?  

Duster: No. What I did get the answer to was the enormous tension and complexity of trying 
to give language to a situation that was gray. And I then felt I understood why, in 
pushing them to give voice to their fury, their “rage of a privileged class,” that I was 
asking for the impossible. Because the language of racism was seated in a period of 
lynching and separate restaurants and separate bowling alleys, and so when they tried 
to give language to it, they were caught up in a problem of what appeared to be 
excessive articulation of racism around lynching and separate bathrooms. All of a 
sudden it was about this potential slight in a classroom when an instructor doesn’t 
treat them as seriously as they think they ought to be treated. So to call that racism, at 
the same time that there is a lynch mob in 1890, lynching people, seemed 
imbalanced. So I did not get the answer to my question, but I understood the 
problem. We don’t have a nuanced language for a nuanced racism. All we have got is 
the old forceful articulation, and so, going back to my example, when the black 
student says to the white student, “Well, then you’re a racist!” the white student has 
no capacity to understand. Because to them a racist is Archie Bunker. A thick-necked 
redneck who doesn’t want to be around black people. Well, they want pizza. They 
want beer. They want to be with you. “So how do you call me a racist?”  

Wilmot: Yes. 

Duster: See? So I understood that for the first time, as an outcome of the Diversity Project, 
that this was all about the language, the voice of racism, the language being so hot, so 
angry, that white students couldn’t grapple with it, and the black students had no 
nuance to talk about textures of racism. I had this discussion with Richard Rodriguez, 
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and he and I very strongly disagree on this one. He felt that I was not fully 
comprehending how deep racism was in American society, that I was insisting that 
the language problem was inappropriate. We still disagree. I still think I’m right, that 
the problem was the lack of nuance in the language [to capture the depth of the 
racism.] There you have it.  

Wilmot: I think one of the other differences between your generation and my generation is the 
idea of support for a student, particularly the student of color. For example, when I 
was in college I had interracial pride group, I had Ujamaa group, different groups that 
were intended to be there to support me as a student of color, and I am wondering 
how you reflect on that in terms of your experience, as well?  

Duster: Well, it’s 180 degrees. I mean, no such thing as support group because the 
assumption of stage one of diversity was that you simply fade in! You don’t have a 
support group, you become like the dominant group, or you are marginalized. Those 
are your two choices. Either adapt to the language, dress, culture of the dominant 
group, or go off into the corner, lick your wounds, and stay as black as you want to 
be. Or as Native American as you want to be, but there is nothing in between. And 
what happened at Berkeley and all around the country was that support groups or 
caucuses, or whatever you wanted to call them, provided this intermediary where you 
could actually affirm your membership, your identity, be part of a larger community 
and go back and forth. Well, that was no luxury, if it were a luxury at all. It was 
nothing I knew about. I went back to the South Side of Chicago, that’s it. I went back 
to the black community, or I came back to campus. There was nothing on campus as 
a support group at Northwestern. You either were going to go to the black 
community and have your social life, twenty miles away, or you come back on 
campus, and have a life on campus, with white students. Those were my choices. 
You didn’t have support groups. Uh-uh.  

Wilmot: One of the other things—as I ran across a couple of articles about the Diversity 
Project, it looked as if some of the findings from the project were being hijacked to 
support dismantling of Affirmative Action, I wonder if you could address that, how 
that happened, and how you dealt with that.  

Duster: One of the peculiar things about the Diversity Project was that it became national 
news, front page of the New York Times, and many different outlets would extract 
that part of the project which played the role you just described, mainly it would feed 
into the notion that Berkeley—here is a phrase that I used that came home to bite and 
which I would ultimately on the one hand regret, but to answer your question, would 
actually become a vaulting point for an articulation of a much more nuanced 
understanding—balkanization at Berkeley. Okay, now whether it was George Will or 
Dinesh D’Souza, or any of those other right-wing ideologues, they would pick up this 
frame: Berkeley’s gotten balkanized, people come to Berkeley, at the end of four 
years, five years, they are still in their little enclaves. Failed experiment. And what? 
And so what? We should therefore go back to 1950s? Was that their conclusion?  

No, no, if you read the Diversity Project it was not to therefore go back to the 1950s, 
it was that you needed to find mechanisms for opening up the exchange between 
different groups of people. It was not, therefore, in behalf of an unreconstructed 
assimilation theory, it was that by doing that you could probably enhance the 
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experience of various groups and we could live happily ever after. It wasn’t exactly 
Rodney King, “Let’s all get along,” but it certainly could be interpreted as a kind of 
naïve romanticism that if we open up the channel of communication between 
different groups, you will have a better world. Now, again, I am not that naïve, but I 
felt to argue against balkanization was to fly in the face of the empirical reality. 
Therefore, what recommendations would we make to deal with it? And our 
recommendations, as you recall, were not to go back to the 1950s, but to open up 
those arenas of university life. And the most specific one was the classroom.  

So here is where American Cultures and the Diversity Project have almost a 
marriage. It was what we found, that students were most likely to affirm each other 
across these great divides when it was inadvertent, when it was in the classroom, 
where faculty members would say, “All right, the four or five of you go out into 
Oakland and deal with the following architectural problem.” Not, go out and be real 
black, go out and be real Asian, but “Go out and deal with this problem.” And then, 
in the course of their field work, discover the nature of their Asianness or their 
blackness, and it would be an outcome that came out of a common project. So, pretty 
straightforward. It wasn’t complex, it was that simply that here is a way of thinking 
about it. That never got into the media. The media would pick out balkanization at 
Berkeley. And because I was the lead author, I would therefore get invited to come 
and talk about this. And here was the double edge of the experience, because people 
would expect me to come and do the balkanization at Berkeley, and they were always 
prepared whether I was—I mean, I gave talks all over the country, but especially at 
the major places where there was a lot of media attention, the Ivy League schools, 
Harvard and Princeton, sometimes at Michigan, even South Carolina.  

I remember once being in Hastings, Nebraska—funny story which maybe I’ll tell you 
about—but the major point in my story here was that they expected me to talk about 
balkanization at Berkeley and how this had just happened, and it was a terrible, 
terrible thing, because that was the way the story had gotten played out [in the 
national media.] But when I would get there and tell this other story—the other story 
was about how the real experience of Berkeley for those who really were enhanced 
by it was this other story—that was quite satisfying. And the Diversity Project 
actually got a lot of attention—we had to reprint an extra 5,000 copies in part because 
this new way of framing the problem was in the hands of administrators, educators, 
and faculty across the country. I think it had a really salutary effect. In some places at 
least. One should not exaggerate. [laughs]  

Wilmot: Well, we wanted to move on from this now and we have been talking a lot about your 
experiences as a faculty person here at Berkeley and I’m wondering if we could 
reflect a little bit on the experience as you observed of African American women 
faculty members here. You witnessed the tenure of Barbara Christian, June Jordan, 
Margaret Wilkerson, and I am trying to get a sense of how did you observe the way 
that one, they were served by the University, and two, how they served the 
University.  

Duster: Well, they are very different experiences of course. I mean Margaret comes early on 
as a grad student. She is dramatic arts and theater. Quite the opposite with June 
Jordan, who comes much later as a full-fledged internationally known and acclaimed 
poet. So you have there bracketing two hugely different experiences, but I can still 
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say something about what they have in common. Margaret’s career is very much like 
mine in the sense that it is shaped by an earlier era, she comes in a period in which it 
is an all-white scene and she is the only black person. By the time she leaves and 
goes to the Ford Foundation, life has changed and she certainly—is she one of the 
people you are interviewing?  

Wilmot: Eventually, yes.  

Duster: Yeah. She will give you a rich picture [chuckles] of the way in which her experience 
in Berkeley went through 180 degrees of outlier, marginalized graduate student, to a 
young faculty who is sort of out of sorts. Now, what’s going to be true of all three, 
and of almost any black female, is that all of them would be in the category of 
“threefers.” You know, they fill categories. They fill the category of black, and 
female, and whatever disciplinary connection they have, and so no matter what and 
no matter who they were, no matter what layer, what level they were, they were 
always being importuned by the University’s infrastructure of gender politics and 
racial politics to do all these things. And to do all these things meant, whenever there 
was a person of color, a gendered person of color, then they are [makes vacuum 
noise] vacuumed into it. So my experience—I mean, after all, I came to Berkeley in 
effect with tenure, and so I didn’t have to deal with the kinds of things that young 
faculty without tenure had to deal with. But even so, I could have been easily been 
drowned by the requirements to be on doctoral students’ committees. Whenever a 
black student was in education or public policy, it was “Go get a social scientist 
dealing with race.” Well, who was that? That was me.  

Well, you can imagine in theatre or in literature, people of color, anyone in this role 
was suddenly being asked to go over and see Barbara Christian or to deal with 
Margaret. So, just an overwhelming problem of being a visible black female on the 
faculty where there are very, very few, and in the early years this completely, well 
not completely, but having to navigate, to deal with that layer of complexity was a 
huge issue for every black female on this campus. Then you had the women’s 
movement. Each of them would have to play some role in the whole gender politics 
of the women’s movement. So you had this—always a navigation which they would 
deal with. So I saw them often struggling. You may know this, but we would meet as 
a group. The black faculty would meet as a group often, three, six, well, often three 
times a semester, in the quarter system maybe more, but we would often meet six, 
maybe eight times a year. And we would talk about campus issues and in these 
conversations as a collectivity, we would hear lots of stories about what was going 
on. We would all share these tales of academic woes and battles and disciplinary 
concerns.  

Wilmot: What did you hear from them?  

Duster: Well, pretty much what you just heard, namely that there was overwhelming 
institutional and personal vacuuming going on. Vacuuming up into this and that and 
the other. They just felt often overwhelmed. And there is no easy answer here. You 
start saying no, and then you get seen as the person who’s not really fulfilling the 
reason why you are here. We brought you here because you are a black woman—
they didn’t say that, that was the idea—and now you are telling us that you are not 
going to join committee A, B, or C? There’s a Senate committee on X, we want you 
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on it because you’ve got to fulfill this “threefer” role, and you are telling us no? Or a 
black student comes to you and says, “I would like you to be on my committee.” 
Well, you are already on twenty committees. You are going to say no? Well, how 
black are you? “How committed are you to the enterprise, to the community, if you 
are going to say no to me? I see those white students. You are on their committee. 
How come? You can’t say yes to the white students and no to me.” See? So all that 
stuff is going on all the time with young black faculty, especially now, you get a little 
status, it’s going on even more if you are a senior black faculty. Add gender on to it, 
well, you’ve got a lot of women who want to study with a senior black female 
because she brings a perspective that their white male colleagues over in literature do 
not bring, and so forth and so on. So boom, boom, boom. But you will hear all that 
when [laughs] you talk to Margaret.  

Wilmot: Okay. Did you want to say anything else about Barbara Christian?  

Duster: Well, ask me a question. I knew Barbara from a very early age, and the early time 
from when she was first hired here. And in particular, she was wafted around by 
these forces, pulled back and forth by the institutional requirements. She handled it 
with considerable grace and dignity. She was also a Movement figure, she never 
shirked any connection to Movement politics. She was one of the most visible and 
articulate people around the anti-apartheid movement. She and I probably shared 
more battles than any other persons on campus with the possible exception of maybe 
Olly Wilson and Russ Ellis. The other two were also involved with me in many 
battles, but she more than any other woman was involved in the various movements 
on campus, student movements. Yeah, she was—I remember saying something to her 
once about how she was able to combine passion and articulateness in ways that I 
think almost nobody else could. I was often seen as someone who had an analytic 
stance towards the Movement, but who didn’t have the passion. Other faculty 
members would have passion, but they often would kind of go over the top? And 
Barbara had that good balance. She could take the stage, and she could do a 
combination of a passionate rendering of the problem and yet keep a kind of analytic 
coherence, and cool, and distance that I think that all of us envied. Backstage she also 
had that, as well. She could also generate passion backstage and could also be the 
kind of cool-analytic Movement figure. Yeah. I put it right there at that interesting 
cusp between passion and analysis that was enviable.  

Wilmot: Well, let’s see. I had a question for you which I actually—I wanted to ask you about 
philanthropy and what are the areas where you feel that it’s important to give, and 
where do you give? That is a little sensitive, but if you feel—  

Duster: Sure, well, philanthropy of course assumes what’s called discretionary money. I 
mean, only in the last period of my life have I felt that I was able to tap into any fund 
that made me even consider giving as significant. I mean, we all give up to a point. 
We always give a little bit here and a little bit there. But the question of philanthropy 
does smack of substantial funding, otherwise we’re simply tithing here and there. So, 
yeah, up until the last ten years it wasn’t even a question for me. I didn’t have a bank 
account from which I could tap. [laughs] But in the last decade I would say I do feel 
that I have a sufficient discretion of a little bit of funding here, I could make a 
difference in movement A or project B or cause C. I’ll say more about that in a 
second, but I guess I should go back and talk about philanthropy and public policy 
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because I think what happened in this country is that we too heavily rely upon the 
notion that individuals and their individual wisdom or charity should make decisions 
about what I think are really public-policy issues. So, while I do give, I have this 
gnawing feeling that it’s an unhappy residual. I would much prefer to see public 
policy address the issues, and often therefore my decision to give to an organization 
is based upon the idea that this organization has a much more public-policy focus. So 
I’m happy to give, for example, to Public Citizen, which I think is concerned with 
this public issue of how do you make corporations more accountable? Well, Public 
Citizen is doing more of that than some private group that’s showing good art. I 
don’t—I give to the art museum, don’t misunderstand me, I do. But if I am going to 
choose I am going to give more to Public Citizen than to the art museum because I 
think that that’s where the lack is [inaudible] philanthropy and public policy. I don’t 
like the idea that I’ve got to give to the art museum. I’d rather give to the government 
and let them give to the art museum. I’d rather see the National Endowment for the 
Arts and so forth, supported. So if I am going to give money I want to give it to 
people who are going to push the government to support the National Endowment for 
the Arts. If I am going to give money, I’m giving to people who are going to push for 
support for public radio or public television. I give to public television, I give to 
public radio, but I give more to those organizations that I think will push the public 
agenda. So that philanthropy is less a feature of personal choice and more a feature of 
public policy.  

Now, to answer your question. Who do I give to? That’s your question? Public 
Citizen, Nature Conservancy, Doctors Without Borders—I would say those probably 
are the most substantial. But I also give to the Schomburg [Center for Research in 
Black Culture] in New York. I mean, this is hard off the top of my head because in 
the course of a year you give to all kinds of organizations. I am trying to think of the 
more substantial contributions. I am not talking about, you know, a few dollars here 
or there, but more of a sense of “did the money I gave make a difference,” potentially 
at least. So there, I would name those organizations.  

Wilmot: Yes. The Schomburg is a wonderful institution.  

Duster: Yes. But I also give to, or I used to give more I suppose, to the Southern Poverty Law 
Center. Morris Dean, and—yeah.  

Wilmot: Thanks. I had another question for you, which is what do you think of oral history as 
a methodology, and do you have any reflections on what this was like for you?  

Duster: I think oral history is one of the methodologies which should be used more. I think 
it’s a potential treasure, at least in the world of the sciences, unappreciated, because it 
is seen as too personal, too anecdotal, too much a matter of choice about who you are 
interviewing and who you are not. While in my view, oral histories, when they’re 
done well, tap into a period, a historical era. And can best be understood in the 
framework of all that is happening around the person being interviewed. I love the 
distinction between the autobiography versus the—let me put it this way, I once went 
to a meeting about autobiography. I heard this distinction which I like. The 
autobiography is the easiest and the hardest thing to write. It’s easiest because it’s got 
a beginning, a middle, and an end. A person was born, lives, and then dies. That’s the 
autobiography—that’s the biography, sorry. The biography has a structure to it. It’s 



290 

 

got clear limits this way, birth, life, and death. That’s the easy part. And then this 
person said that it’s also the hardest to write, because what you choose to write about 
has continual expanding concentric circles. Because as a person is born you want to 
put them in his or her location, and that means the context is social, political, 
economic, cultural, gender, all these things are happening. So the hard part of the 
biography is knowing when to stop the concentric circles. Well, that’s the analogue to 
oral history, it seems to me. When you talk about someone’s life circumstances to 
them, you are both giving a kind of linearity to it: what were you doing, when, and so 
on. Then the question is, well, if you are going to talk about this era, then you 
contextualize it. You have got to go out to these various concentric rounds and know 
where and when to stop. That’s an analytic issue, it’s an artistic issue, it’s a historical 
issue, and I don’t think there is any one answer to the question. There is no good 
answer. It’s a matter of taste and focus and historical perspective. So the oral history 
for me is like any other method, it’s full of potential, it’s full of richness, and full of 
mine fields. Full of difficulties. Full of knowing when to tell and when to ask, when 
to stop, when to cut it off. You know? So yeah, that’s my view of it. It’s one of these 
wonderful double edges. Great device, and lots of problems. [laughs]  

Wilmot: Okay. Is there is anything else you wanted to say? Did you have any more questions, 
Richard?  

Cándida Smith: No.  

Wilmot: Is there anything else you wanted to say?  

Duster: No, I think I have said it all, maybe two or three times. [laughs] Again, I suppose 
there is a point where I get to see the transcript and recoil. I may have a few more 
things to add, but at the moment I have to think I said all of it. [laughs]  

[End of Interview] 


