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Understanding Manifestations of Interpersonal ‘Reverse Discrimination’ Through 

Phenomenological Inquiry
Discrimination, along with other forms of oppression, is imbedded within the socio-cultural fabric of the United States (Hardiman & Jackson, 1997) and is defined as refusing someone an opportunity that they would have received if not for his/her group membership (Merton, 1976).  More contemporary definitions have added characterizations such as overt and covert actions used to distance some and not others through the use of unfair practices (i.e., profiling) and policies based on demographic characteristics that evidence differential treatment (Hecht, 1998).  In other words, discrimination involves the power and capacity to act followed by actual selective/targeted action against someone else emanating from one’s prejudice. 

The concept of using preference based actions to correct past forms of racial discrimination existed as early as the mid-late 1800s (Lipset, 1991), however; the idea of reverse discrimination, the focus of our study, didn’t really evolve until the 1960s.  Reverse discrimination truly marked with a court case that decided discrimination was no longer limited to minority groups, but could be directed at majority members (see McDonald v. Santa Fe Trail Transportation Co, 1976) when two white employees were fired and one black employee remained on the job after all individuals were charged with stealing site materials from the job. 

Generally reverse discrimination is used to refer to the perceived effects of government policies – most notably affirmative action – that reportedly provide preferences for historically disadvantaged group members.  Without question, the most controversial aspects of affirmative action initiatives involve preferential hiring and college admissions practices that result in unfair treatment of majority group members (Evans, 2004; Pincus, 2003).  While some have argued that the problem has grown to a frightening magnitude, others remain convinced that it is a myth propagated by those who seek to maintain privilege (Fullenwider, 1980).
There have been numerous lawsuits brought regarding reverse discrimination in terms of race (Hopwood v. Texas, 1996; Police Association of New Orleans v. City of New Orleans, 1996), and sex (Ende v. Board of Regents, 1985; Rudebusch v. Hughes, 2002; Schafer v. Board of Public Education, 1990).  Many articles have also been written on the topic (Burstein, 1991; Fried, 1999, Herring, Thomas, Durr & Horton, 1998; Larew, 1991; Lynch, 1989; Steeh & Krysan, 1996).  Although not as prevalent, there have been discussions of discrimination against young people (Webb, 2003), and heterosexuals.  Given the statistical data provided about the increase in ageism against young people on the job, there is a strong possibility that claims of reverse discrimination against young people will emerge in much the same way as race and sex based law litigation.  Despite the obvious importance of these issues to macro-level processes, there is little systematic study privileging micro-level processes and examining if reverse discrimination is conceptualized in a way that offers new insights that have not been identified in non-dominant group experiences.  
In this study, we focus exclusively on reverse discrimination claims by majority group members socially constructed within everyday communication interactions where cultural difference (i.e., male, heterosexual, white, able-bodied and young) emerges as a salient issue.  In other words, what do individuals mean when using the concept reverse discrimination in their interpersonal communication with others?  The heuristic value of such a study is that it seeks to fill a scholarly gap within the field of communication by exploring how reverse discrimination theoretically transpires and how majority group members conceptually understand ‘reverse discrimination’ through the narratives they draw on to explain their own oppressive innumeracy and the implications for power dynamics in interpersonal relationships.  What is most promising about reverse discrimination research is its interface between individual and institutional forms of discrimination.  In addition, our qualitative approach to studying this particular form of discrimination works to complement existing research that primarily has used data derived from survey instruments and scales that fail to capture the interactional subtleties of the situation (Speer & Potter, 2000).  

This line of existing research has been criticized for equating the actions produced by the majority to diminish and draw attention further away from the imbalanced weight franchise of the majority (Fish, 1993); and failing to explore oppression from the interactants’ perspective (Schegloff, 1997).  Our analysis shows that discriminatory forms of communication have frequently become more ambiguous, and consequently, difficult to identify and acknowledge.  Additionally, discrimination is often confused with prejudice, and favoritism.  The difference between discrimination and prejudice is the former is framed as an act that denies an individual a desired goal at the institutional level and the latter is framed as an individual attitude that rest on stereotypes at the interpersonal level (Merton, 1976).  Rather than engage in a debate on whether these narratives are legitimate forms of reverse discrimination, we seek to inductively explore the ways in which individuals experience what is socially constructed as ‘reverse discrimination’ in their everyday lives and how it points to clarifying macro-micro levels of social life. 

Literature Review

Existing research, in and outside of the communication discipline, has examined the manifestation of various forms of cultural discrimination and oppression in everyday discourse. This body of research has a significant amount of research on how racism (Asante, 1998; Essed, 1991; Sue et al., 2007) and sexism (e.g., Henley, 1995; Henley & Kramarae, 1991; Rakow & Wackwitz, 1998) are manifested in everyday talk.  In addition, it has included scholarship exploring discrimination based on age (e.g., Hajek & Giles, 2002; Nussbaum, Hummert, Williams, & Harwood, 1996), sexual orientation (e.g., Armstrong, 1997; Muraco, 2005; Nakayama, 1998), and disability (e.g., Braithwaite & Thompson, 2000; Coopman, 2003; Ryan, Anas, & Gruneir, 2006).  Within these studies, the focus has been on how those in the majority have discriminated against those in the minority. 


Echoing the words of Lerner and Nagai (2000) an unambiguous definition of discrimination allows reverse discrimination as an option – majority group members with the power and capacity to discriminate against other majority group members to provide opportunities to non-dominant group members.  If this argument is partly correct, it creates a paradox.  Reverse discrimination should be the same imposition of the same practices by non-dominant groups toward dominant group members, which would extend systematic and structural disparities to dominant groups in terms of power, access, and public life generally.  While some sources suggest that reverse discrimination is a more acceptable form of “positive discrimination” (Gross, 1977), the controversial concept inherently capitalizes on its pejorative nature to invoke negative emotions.  As such, arguments against reverse discrimination suggest that it has little to do with points of power that enable racist expressions or exclusions (Goldberg, 1993).  Thus, there is a failure to recognize the power dynamics inherent within different forms of discrimination.  For instance, Pincus (1999) distinguishes between individual discrimination (which refers to harmful behavior between persons) and institutional discrimination (policies created by and maintained by individuals in power which are designed to disadvantage certain groups over others).  Pincus also recognizes the existence of structural discrimination, those lawful policies of majority institutions and the behavior of individuals who implement those policies, which are intended to be race/gender neutral but ultimately have harmful effects on people of color and women.

Legal Considerations of ‘Reverse Discrimination’

The phrase ‘reverse discrimination’ has been in use in the United States for several decades.  While the phrase is used in everyday conversations, many legal experts avoid ‘reverse discrimination’ given that discrimination is discrimination (Pincus, 2003).  Conceptualizing such efforts as ‘reverse discrimination’ began to become popular in the early-mid 1970s.  During this time, other terms like “temporary reverse bias” or “inverse discrimination” were also invoked within legal circles (Cowan, 1977; Fullinwider, 1980).  More out-spoken critics of race- and gender-based preferences used less neutral terms, such as an “American version of apartheid” (Roche, 1974, p. 28), to highlight the victimization of white males (Lynch, 1989). 

Such sentiment has fueled challenges to the legality of affirmative action programs (Burstein, 1991).  Accordingly, the number of ‘reverse discrimination’ cases filed with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) doubled in the 1990s (Evans, 2004), and continue to reflect a growing percentage of all discrimination cases (Pincus, 2003).  In recent years, several high profile court cases have continued to shape legal precedence.  For example, several recent court cases have concluded that pro-diversity efforts that work to limit the opportunities of majority group members, like those used within educational settings, are unconstitutional (e.g., Jost, 2007).  In fact, reverse discrimination cases in various employment sectors (government, public service, higher education) have resulted in multi-million dollar settlements – judgments that send a clear message to pro-affirmative action proponents (Duffy, 2006; McAree, 2005).

The legal debate about the necessity, practicality, and fairness of efforts to correct past injustices is likely to prove intractable (Pincus, 2003).  Consequently, such a debate is not a focus of our exploration of reverse discrimination.  Instead, our study seeks to gain an increased conceptual understanding of what essential elements reside at the core of what everyday individuals define as ‘reverse discrimination.’  As such, we are most interested in the social construction of ‘reverse discrimination’ through the lived experiences of everyday individuals.  In this regard, “the controversy surrounding reverse discrimination brings out the deeper differences because it demands that we articulate and defend answers to some of the most basic questions about social justice and human rights” (Fullinwider, 1980, pp. 8-9). 

Social Constructions of Reverse Discrimination

Reverse discrimination presents a tremendous legal challenge for those who make, interpret, and challenge the law; however, it also is a topic that has historically generated intense public controversy (Fullenwider, 1980).  The public uproar about the problematic nature of ‘reverse discrimination’ has been fueled by scattered news reports of successful litigants who were the victims of overzealous preferential hiring practices (e.g., McAree, 2005).  The media attention of these cases are extended through anecdotal evidence of unfair practices – rarely first-hand or substantiated – that exist in communities across the U.S. (Pincus, 2003). 

The most common cited example of ‘reverse discrimination’ involves a white male who is not chosen for a job (promotion, contract, or college admission) that he should have received if affirmative action programs did not facilitate the choice of a less qualified person of color or woman (Pincus, 2000).  Within national surveys, white males were more than twice as likely than others to think that they were targets of ‘reverse discrimination’ – triggering what has been regarded as “white male paranoia” (Gates, 1993).

While many contemporary affirmative action opponents avoid equating ‘reverse discrimination’ with the multidimensional problems with such efforts, popular use of the term continues.  As a socially constructed phenomenon, ‘reverse discrimination’ is conceptualized through a number of assumptions (Pincus, 2001/2002).  First, all forms of discrimination are wrong.  By extension, then, ‘reverse discrimination’ is seen as problematic as historical discrimination that creates ambivalence and ambiguity (DiTomaso, 2000) and is relegated to the status of recomposed discrimination.  Second, race and gender discrimination against people of color and women is framed as part of the past; meaning that it is viewed as having no present day validity (Fraser & Kick, 2000).  Because of this, most individuals designated with protected group status within affirmative action programs are not any more deserving than others.  Third, neutral, meritocratic standards exist and are the only legitimate means to ensure fair selection (Larew, 1991).  Individuals who benefit from institutional and structural discrimination are innocent beneficiaries, if this reality is acknowledged at all.  Within the general public, affirmative action is seen as synonymous with using preferential hiring to achieve quotas – a form of ‘reverse discrimination’ that violates fair practice (Fullinwider, 1980).  Fourth, affirmative action programs and their by-product – reverse discrimination – are discussed primarily in terms of race (Pincus, 2001/2002).
  Because people of color are seen as the primary beneficiaries, contemporary anti-minority attitudes are fueled by justifiable resentment that Whites experience as a result of reverse discrimination.

Based the conceptual foundation established throughout the existing literature of reverse discrimination, our study explored how the popular use of the term is understood within the contexts of everyday interactions where prejudice and exclusion is appropriated and redirected toward majority group members.  In particular, we sought to examine the following research question:  How do majority group members in the U.S. describe their experiences of discrimination at the hands of minority group members?  Given the exploratory nature of this line research, an inductive methodological approach – like that which is inherent to phenomenology – was enacted.

A Phenomenological-Analytic Framework


Phenomenology focuses on the conscious experiences of how a person relates to the lived world that she or he inhabits (Lanigan, 1988).  Initially established as a theoretical and methodological framework by a number of European scholars (e.g., Husserl, 1964, 1970; Merleau-Ponty, 1968), phenomenology has transformed into a human science approach useful for qualitative thematic analysis.  Communication scholars (e.g., Lanigan, 1979; Nelson, 1989; Worley & Cornett-DeVito, 2007) have utilized phenomenology as a means to gain understanding from respondents in an open, unconstricting manner.  More specific to the focus of this project, phenomenology has been lauded as especially productive for exploring the complexities of racial, ethnic, and cultural difference (Martinez, 2006) in ways that avoid cultural overgeneralizations that prove problematic (Orbe, 2000). 

Collecting discrimination narratives.  Within this current project, the process of phenomenological inquiry followed a three-step process (Nelson, 1989; van Manen, 1990).  First, descriptions of lived experiences regarding experiences of discrimination – in the form of written narratives – were collected using a snowball technique.  Participants for this study were drawn from 30 sections of 14 different university-wide courses at 2 different universities, one a large urban state university and the other a mid-sized state university.  Surveys were also handed out to the general population at local malls, churches and within ethnic based organizational groups (i.e., Gay/Lesbian Alliance/Vietnamese Association).
  The purpose of the survey was to collect qualitative and quantitative data about an impressive experience to consider how discrimination transpires and what strategies individuals use to manage their anxiety/uncertainty surrounding the instance. Respondents were asked to respond to questions where they were targets of discrimination.  Class was not included because discrimination produces conditions that does not separate groups based on class (Feagin, 1999).

Of the entire data set, 104 narratives reflected instances of individuals describing situations in which they were discriminated against based on their majority-group status (i.e., cases of reverse discrimination).  Of the population sample, 30% were female (n = 31), and 70% male (n = 73).  Regarding era of birth, 3% were born in pre-civil rights era between 1900 and 1935 (n = 3), 53% were born during civil rights era between 1938 and 1969 (n = 55), and 44% were post-civil rights era born between 1970 and 1985 (n = 46).  In two cases, the era of birth was unknown.  Approximately, 9% of the sample self-identified as Hispanic (n = 9), 3% African American (n = 3), 77% Caucasian (n = 80), 1 % Asian (n = 1), 1% Native American (n = 1) and 9 % identified as Other (n = 9).


The vast majority of these stories involved Whites describing discrimination based on their race (N = 70), with fewer involving men who were discriminated against based on their sex (N = 19), younger people experiencing age-based discrimination (N = 12), and heterosexuals experiencing discrimination based on their sexual orientation (N = 3).  Percentages are listed in Table 1. Participant stories ranged from those that were 2-3 sentences long to those that filled 2 

Table 1 Insert here

pages; the average length of stories was one paragraph.  Participant also described themselves-- in terms of race/ethnicity, sex, and age – and also indicated key demographics of the perpetrator.


Revealing essential themes.  The second step in phenomenological inquiry involves a reduction of descriptions of lived experience into essential themes.  Within this project, this involved a systematic analysis of transcripts guided by the phenomenological techniques of bracketing
 and imaginative free variation.
  Initially, each narrative was read and key points noted in the margins of the transcript (e.g., descriptions of the various forms of discrimination, understanding of discrimination, rationale of why one was targeted, reactions/effects/consequences of the discrimination).  Additional analyses of the narratives were performed until a series of preliminary themes were identified (Wertz, 2005).

The initial reduction of transcripts generated 15 different paradigmatic themes: (1) Individual/Interpersonal discrimination, (2) Institutional/Structural discrimination, (3) Random targets of discrimination, (4) Targeted because of mistaken identities, (5) Defined as non-white by others, (6) Discriminatory name calling, (7) Finding themselves in the minority, (8) Being challenged about belonging, (9) Targeted because of association, (10) Targeted due to past discrimination/Pay back discrimination, (11) Horizons broadened through discrimination, (12) Minority group members in positions of power, (13) Positioned as outgroup member, (14) Discrimination triggered by outgroup stereotypes, and (15) Discriminatory power plays. Additional analysis sought to expose areas of overlap and interconnectedness of paradigmatic themes; these efforts revealed the emergence of five syntagmatic themes that sought to capture the essence of reverse discrimination in everyday, interpersonal interactions (discussed in the next section).


Within phenomenology, the third stage centers on producing an interpretation of themes. At this point of analysis, an additional analysis of transcripts within the context of essential themes was facilitated.  This process continued until the formulation of one idea (explicated within the Discussion section) emerged which revealed the interconnectedness of themes as they relate to the larger phenomenon (Nelson, 1989).

Thematic Insights: Understanding Manifestations of Reverse Discrimination
Descriptions of instances when majority group members were the targets of discrimination – what is commonly known as reverse discrimination – provided substantial insight to the perceived contemporary realities of a diverse group of individuals.  Two points of consideration must be acknowledged prior to our explication of essential themes.  First, it is important to note that these descriptions were discriminatory from the perspective of those authoring the narratives.  Some individuals have characterized experiences of discrimination by advancing practices of prejudice, power and privilege at the individual and institutional levels, which lends itself to the treatment of discrimination and meanings associated with it.  Second, many – but not all of the narratives – included descriptions of an assumed explanation of what prompted acts of discrimination.  Others, like several individuals who were attacked, either verbally or physically, appeared to be random targets.  The crust of our analysis focuses on how the initial accounts of reverse discrimination are understood from the perspective of those discriminated against as representations of reverse discrimination.  In particular, we explicate five essential themes: (1) Being an [innocent] target, (2) Discrimination due to cultural norm violations, (3) Shifting power dynamics, (4) A case of mistaken identity, and (5) Effects of reverse discrimination.
Being an [Innocent] Target 

One essential theme that emerged from our phenomenological inquiry focused on acts of discrimination that were generated by anger over past oppressions.  From the perspective of majority group members, the discrimination was unfair because they saw themselves as “innocent victims” based on past interactions that they had nothing to do with.  One older white male, for instance, recalled a random verbal attack that appeared to be fueled by a history of sexism.

I have been yelled at for being a man by a woman walking outside of the [local] mall. She said all men were evil and that I was part of this campaign of terror against women. It really made me nervous because it was in front of a lot of people.

A younger, aged, white male also described being the target of  discrimination – in this instance, racial discrimination – at the hands of an African American woman who denied his attempts at friendship telling others, “how dare he try to make friends with me after all his ancestors did to mine.” 

A similar dynamic was present within a narrative shared by a young white female student who recalled a class where she was the only white person.
When the time came to talk about racism in class I felt very uncomfortable because I was the only white student in class.  I know that it was not meant to be directed at me but that is what I felt like since I was the only white person in the class.  The teacher was blaming all racism or at least what it felt like on white people…I just felt like me being white and the teacher talking about what white[s] do, I felt as if I were the person doing it to the others and it made me feel very uncomfortable.  

In other situations, like one involving a (older white male) dry cleaners owner, more pointed attacks occurred. 

I owned dry cleaners between 1986-2002.  This experience was actually played out the same way on different occasions.  Essentially, a black male between 30 & 40 years of age came to the counter and upon learning the cost of their cleaning order, starts to berate me saying the cost is too high and the only reason the prices were the way they were was because I was “preying” on the black community.  This person ranted and raved making reverse discriminatory racial slurs, saying that he and his homies would boycott my business because I was white.  This type of reverse discrimination occurred many times over the course of its years in much of the same ways. 


The intensity that accompanied the anger that some people of color felt over past events went beyond interactions with white business owners.  In fact, an older white woman faced violent reactions from an African American man who rejected Whites’ attempts to join the civil rights movement. 

I marched in Birmingham, Alabama with Martin Luther King Jr. in 1969 for the Civil Rights Movement. I was protesting as a white woman against racism and experienced racism from an African American man who violently threw bottles, fruit, and stones at us. I went on a bus and sat in the back from Florida to Birmingham to fight for African American rights. I found it ironic that I was being discriminated by black people because I am white even though I was fighting for them.  

These examples highlight several key factors about how reverse discrimination is perceived to function at the micro-level.  First, most of the respondents shaped their experiences through focusing on individual actions of the perpetrator as a treatment of power.  Second, instances are individually motivated rather than socially motivated.  Accordingly, they focused primarily on individuals who discriminated against them.  Third, individuals were seemingly being targeted based on a history that fostered oppression, which led to linking paths of struggle, rather than articulating the historicity of power wielded by the non-dominant group member.  Interestingly, the power of historical social structures also became apparent in our next thematic insight.

Discrimination Due to Cultural Norm Violations 


U.S. society, like many others, maintains rigid roles, norms, and expectations for different cultural group members.  Accordingly, individuals who consciously or unconsciously violate unwritten rules often times must face the reactions to those violations.  Within the narratives, individuals described instances of reverse discrimination that were in response to particular situations where they violated cultural norms.  This section explicates several different forms of discriminatory push-backs – those based on violations of racial space and violations of gendered roles.

Several narratives described instances where Whites were targeted with discriminatory comments when they occupied spaces claimed by, or associated with, people of color.  For instance, several white men described being challenged when traveling in predominantly Black or Hispanic areas (e.g., “What are YOU doing HERE?”).  A traditionally-aged white male student recounted an instance of innocently violating an unrecognizable, racialized boundary.

In high school bathrooms were unofficially segregated by the students. There was a black bathroom, a Hispanic bathroom and so forth. I was new to the school and mistakenly walked into the Hispanic bathroom. Right away one guy told me that no white boys were allowed and that I had to go piss in the white toilet or get beat up. 

Racial boundaries appeared to transcend physical space to include relational spaces as well.  This dynamic was evident in the narrative of an older white woman who wrote about a time when she was verbally accosted while babysitting a young black child.  She recalls:

I was babysitting my neighbors’ black child and ran some errands, taking the child with me. A couple in the Wal-Mart parking lot walking past myself and the child stopped me, saying that “It ain’t right, you walking with a black child like that.”  I asked them what they meant, and the female said, “Well, it ain’t right.  That the child should be with his own.”  The child was too young to understand what was being said, but started to cry. The couple walked off. I was speechless.

The majority of examples where this theme was seen involved White women and men who faced discrimination because they were dating people of color.  Their descriptions of being the target of discriminatory behaviors typically featured being verbally – and in a few cases physically – assaulted by individuals who did not approve of their relationship.  In some cases, the attack was perpetuated by Whites; in other cases it came from people of color.  Interestingly, some of the instances reflected with this theme were described by Whites even though the White person themselves was not the explicit target of the discrimination.  For instance, one middle-aged white woman recalled a New Year’s date with her black boyfriend as an example of facing discrimination:

My boyfriend and I (at the time) (we are now married) went into a Holiday Inn for dinner on New Years Eve in Chicago Illinois.  As we walked in, an older man called my husband a “Nigger” (he is Afro- American).  We were both shocked and some what embarrassed.

Respondent narratives contained descriptions of discrimination by others who rejected their attempts to transcend traditional gender roles.  Two Mexican American men, for example, described applying for jobs traditionally defined as “woman’s work” (e.g., receptionist job at a law firm, cashier at a pharmacy).  In one instance, the man was told “this is not a male job” and denied the job; two weeks later a female friend was hired.  The other man was “informed that the position was for women only, instead [he] was offered a position as a custodian.  Both men described the instances as “blatant case[s] of sex discrimination.”  In another work-related example, a black male requested a leave of absence from a small accounting firm.  He explains, 

Due to a personal family matter, I decided to request a leave of absence to take care of my three children for a few months.  I went to my boss’ office and explained the situation. He was supportive until I explained that my wife will be working while I stayed home with the children.  He even asked me why wouldn't I make my wife stop working and that it should be her job to stay at home.  He made me feel that as it was wrong for a man to stay home.

The difference in the experience on the job and the other narratives is where power is located and how it is being distributed.  Status is one outcome that determines the allocation of resources and punishment.  The respondent’s boss can deliver resources and punishment.  Although his narrative does not state such an action took place, the statement “he made me feel that it was wrong,” indicates tension and perhaps vulnerability.  In short, this theme focused on how discrimination was motivated by individuals who stepped outside of conventional cultural norms indicating that actions violating cultural norms and or roles are interpreted as reverse discrimination.  Next, we explicate how shifting power dynamics in a new era of cultural politics was also associated with forms of reverse discrimination.

Shifting Power Dynamics 


An obvious dimension of discrimination is power; our phenomenological inquiry of discrimination revealed that shifting power dynamics appeared to facilitate interpersonal forms of reverse discrimination.  For the most part, this issue was seen in the narratives of Whites who described the discrimination that they faced within environments where they were the clear racial minority.  Examples included school and work settings, as well as more informal, interpersonal situations like attending social events, simply walking down the street, or playing basketball.

I was playing basketball in a gym that was full of black men. As my friends and I tried to call for the next game, one of the black guys said loudly, “Don’t let their color fool you, they can play. Y’all better not let them white boys win in our gym.” When I heard that I felt we were being singled out and that everyone was watching us. I looked at the black man who said it firmly to let him know I did not appreciate what I heard.

Note that within this example, the discrimination was based within perceived race-based competition, but did not include any refusal to allow the “minority” to participate with the “majority.”  Such was also the case with the experiences of an older white woman who went into a “predominantly black area fast food restaurant.”  She reported that the African American woman behind the counter “skipped over me four times to assist black patrons who were behind [her] in the line.”  When she confronted the woman, she was told, ‘You’ll get your turn sister…when I say so.”  



More explicit shifting power dynamics were evident within organizational settings where people of color were in positions of power.  In this context, a significant number of white men and women reported that they were discriminated against in terms of hiring, promotion, and other work-related decisions.  One middle-aged white woman described, how “in [her] workplace, the manager will promote the Hispanic workers before others.  In particular they become friendly and instead of doing more work, they socialize more with each other.”  In this regard, finding themselves as a racial minority could also include reverse discrimination that resulted in social isolation.  This is best illustrated by the narrative of a young white woman describing her experiences with a Mexican American female supervisor:

I began a new job at a bank doing encoding.  My supervisor was constantly abusing her position as my supervisor by making negative comments, giving negative opinions about myself and basically treating me different than everyone else.  The final situation that led me to believe I was being discriminated against was when I came into work one day and everyone had assigned a seat they normally sat in.  However my new seat was in a complete other room completely by myself in a corner.  

A few narratives also indicated that women and gay men in leadership positions also used their organizational power to discriminate against [heterosexual] men.  For instance, one older Puerto Rican man described how an African American woman asked him to have sex with her in exchange for better work conditions.  In addition, three white male respondents described instances where they were the targets of sexual harassment from their male bosses (e.g., giving promotions that implicitly would come with ‘special favors’) and colleagues (e.g., one man reported that while “at a drinking fountain at my office and a man that I worked with came up behind me, put his arm around my waist and ground his pelvis against my butt”).  Interestingly, the authors of these narratives defined them as instances of discrimination based on sex, rather than sexual orientation, but they clearly communicate feelings of powerlessness and where the possession of power is located. 

A Case of Mistaken Identity

The discrimination narratives featured a number of instances whereby individuals were discriminated against, but the rationale behind the discrimination was the result of mistaken identities.  This theme was most evident within the descriptions provided by three heterosexual women and men who were targets of heterosexist actions.  In each of the narratives, individuals reported that the perpetrators’ actions made it clear that they thought that they were gay or lesbian.  For example, one middle-aged white male described a situation at a convenience store where he was physically attacked: 

As I approached to pay [for gas] an upset person ahead of me was arguing with a Korean clerk.  Afterwards, I was pumping gas at the same location when the angry one punched me in the face.  When I got my balance I swung the nozzle to defend myself while I was called a faggot and a scumbag.  Probably because of my long hair, although I’m heterosexual. 

This visual verticality of the perpetrator is indicative of the theme mistaken identity in that the perpetrator is erroneously seeing a type and not a whole person.  Another example was described by another heterosexual white male whose profession as a florist fueled others’ misperceptions.  He wrote:

Once when I was decorating a new customer’s home they went on and on about what a great job we did and all their friends would be jealous.  I thanked them and they said that gays have such a great touch.  Not being gay I was more than upset.  I said that in the 21st century not all industry people are gay and it was poor form for them to assume.  They were so embarrassed they never hired me again.


A similar dynamic of mistaken identities was apparent during the majority of narratives regarding reverse discrimination based on age.  In several instances, people who “looked very young for their ages” reported being discriminated against by others.  While these instances occurred in a variety of scenarios (while shopping, buying a car, playing sports, etc.), most occurred within professional settings where being younger was associated with being inexperienced, incompetent, and/or lacking credibility.  The following example from a middle-aged white woman nicely captures this experience.

This is something that happened to me often in my twenties and thirties.  I was freelancing as a photographer and when I would show up for the job people would look at me as if “you can’t be the person I hired.”  I look very young for my age so I had a lot of trouble being taken seriously even though I had a great portfolio.  But the worst part was that it was hard to get cooperation from people when I was doing my job, and I would find that I would have to yell or get nasty to do my job.


While this theme was most evident within examples of reverse discrimination based on sexual orientation and age, it also appeared within race-based narratives.  Several individuals, who describe themselves as White, reported being discriminated against by others who defined them as “non-white.”  These examples included those who were Jewish, White Hispanics, and/or “foreigners.”  Most often, however, examples highlight Middle Easterners.  Such was the case with a young Persian man who works in his parents’ dry-cleaning business.

One day I had a dispute with one of our younger white "successful" male customers. After the customer realized that his argument was not valid he became very aggressive and frustrated.  He began making very racist remarks toward me because of my heritage and its negative political position in the world. 
The first four themes focused on understanding the circumstances and/or causes leading to instances of discrimination; our final thematic insight examines the effects of reverse discrimination.

Effects of Reverse Discrimination


The vast majority of discrimination narratives that were analyzed for this study focused on re-telling a particular instance of discrimination.  As such, most did not include explicit descriptions of any larger life lessons that were taken from the experience.  In some scenarios, like those involved majority group members who faced discrimination when finding themselves a minority in a particular situation, the event did not appear to have any long-lasting effect – given that majority members had the opportunity to return to more familiar territory (e.g., transferring from a predominantly Black high school to a more integrated one).  Within these scenarios, the lessons learned appear to be a covert reinforcement of existing stereotypes of different outgroups.


Other situations that were reported, especially discrimination at the hands of minority group members who were in more powerful positions, seemed to focus on discrimination as a power play.  In this regard, the lesson was that discrimination was something that could be thwarted by a counter display of power.  Most times this was seen in symbolic responses of those targeted; such was the case with a younger white male who found himself in a subordinate position.  He wrote, “The place I worked was mainly only black people.  I did not get the hours I wanted because the manager was black and he gave first choice to the other black guys.”  This individual’s response to the situation was “stick around for 6 weeks, working lousy hours, until he left that job and got a better one.”  In this example, the symbolism of getting a better job worked to counter the legitimate power of the African American supervisor and to minimize the control she had over him (Ruggiero & Taylor, 1995).  A similar dynamic was represented in a narrative where an older white man lost out on purchasing a house from a Korean couple.  According to the man, the couple rescinded on a deal to sell their house – once they learned, during the home inspection, that he was white.  The man “was really pissed off and felt like [he] had been reversed discriminated against.”  His symbolic victory was evident by the end of his short narrative when he added “[The house] sold 1 week later to a family of his own race.  It’s okay [because] the house smelled like shit any way.” 


For a small, but significant, number of respondents being the target of discrimination worked to trigger a greater empathic understanding to the status of being a minority in the U.S. This appeared to be the case for one older white man who recalled a memorable experience from the late 1960s.

I went to a party with a black friend.  We went to college and had formed a friendship. The party was of his choosing.  There were many people at the party and it so happened that I was the only white person there.  I was stared at and I was uncomfortable.  Then a young black man with a huge “afro” came up to my friend and I, and asked my friend why had he brought a “honkie” to a “panther party”?  Then he told me that “white” didn’t belong at the party.  My friend jumped in his face and said expletive deleted and we left immediately.  My friend apologized to me and we went and did something else. 

This person went on to add that the “experience opened my eyes as to what people of different races could feel if put in a similar circumstance as I was.  As a result, I tend to “reach out” to people of different cultures, beliefs, or race.”


Another respondent – this time a young white woman – had a similar epiphany while attending a band conference in high school.  In her narrative she described going to a local restaurant for lunch in the town where the conference was held. 

No one came to serve us, and after we had waited a long time, the single black student in our group said she thought she knew why we weren’t being served and we left. This had never happened to me or anyone else in the group before, and it took us a long time to realize what was going on. I felt humiliated and angry, as well as sympathetic to the black student who obviously had the experience or at least the knowledge to know what was going on. 

This woman’s experiences, like the previous ones described, has lead to a greater understanding of the role/status of being a minority.  However, it is important to note that this was not necessarily the norm: Many narratives included descriptions of how being the target of discrimination appeared to reinforce negative ingroup/outgroup perceptions.

Discussion: Reverse Discrimination As A Taste of Racism/Sexism/Ageism/Heterosexism
Our phenomenological inquiry of how individuals drew from over 100 narratives from individuals asked to describe an instance where they were the target of discrimination – based on age, race, gender, sexual orientation or disability.  While these focused primarily on issues of race and gender, our findings appear relevant for the smaller number of cases based on age, sexual orientation, and disability. In particular, our analysis revealed how instances of interpersonal reverse discrimination revolved around five essential themes: (1) Being an [innocent] target, (2) Discrimination due to cultural norm violations, (3) Shifting power dynamics, (4) A case of mistaken identity, and (5) Effects of reverse discrimination.  These thematic insights must be understood within the larger context discovery: Individuals chose to focus on describing a case of reverse discrimination although this was not specified.  Not surprisingly, the vast majority of narratives were authored by white male heterosexual respondents. 

As presented in our literature review, reverse discrimination traditionally has been understood as an effect of affirmative action policies, namely preferential hiring and promotion (Pincus, 2000). Interestingly, none of the cases collected in our study featured examples of this type of structured, institutionalized program.  Instead majority group members understood interpersonal manifestations of reverse discrimination as a form of individual discrimination (Pincus, 1999) whereby particular persons acted on their own preconceived beliefs about outgroup members. Interestingly, of the 104 narratives analyzed, only one featured an example of structural discrimination.  The following narrative illustrates an example of how individuals who implement lawful policies – intended to be race/gender neutral – ultimately have harmful effects for certain individuals.  It was written by a middle-aged white male who wrote about child custody laws in California:

[The laws] appear to be deliberately established for the mother…[this is] born out statistically, 80 percent of children are awarded to the mother regardless of sit[uation].  My daughter was awarded to the mother even though [she was] not necessarily qualified and [had] a number of emotional issues that she hadn’t dealt with which caused my daughter to also have issues.

While this one example reveals how reverse discrimination occurs within social institutions, it represents an exception to how individuals describe how the phenomena occurred within their everyday, interpersonal interactions.


Following the identification and explication of essential themes, further analysis revealed that reverse discrimination within interpersonal contexts can be best understood as a taste of racism/sexism/ageism/heterosexism.  In this regard, it is not seen as a consistent in the lives of majority group members.  Instead, it is largely understood as a temporary – if not isolated – experience.  Accordingly, narratives of reverse discrimination contained a sentiment of disbelief.  This was most apparent in the narrative of a young white male who resided in a predominantly black neighborhood while attending college. 

To get to school I had to drive through a government housing community, and several other mainly black neighborhoods.  This is where I had a taste of racism.  I was driving to school, doing the speed limit and being passed on all sides by other cars with African American drivers.  I saw some police lights turn on behind me, and I assumed it was one of the speeders, so I moved to the side.  The police car moved into my lane, so I pulled off the road.  I sat in my car for good bit of time, until the officer finally came to my window.  I remember very clearly that I had all my info ready for him to run, and greeted him with a “hello.”  The officer, who was African American, did not make eye contact or respond to my greeting.  He told me to give him my license, which I promptly gave up. While he stood there writing, I asked him what the problem was. He did not respond to this.  After a few moments he threw, not handed, a ticket to me. It said I was doing 15 miles over what I was driving.  I looked up to inquire what was going on, but he was walking back to his car.  I leaned put the window and said I hadn’t been speeding.  He did not respond I continued to look over the ticket and found that the spot for his badge number was left blank.  I leaned out again and asked for his badge number.  This is when I discovered what reverse discrimination is.  The officer opened his car door and without looking at me and said, “You’re in the wrong neighborhood boy.”  He then took off, leaving me there thinking “what was that?”

This articulation of reverse discrimination represents how unjust use of one’s legitimate power was viewed as a shocking experience – something that counters existing research that downplays the significance of power differentials (e.g., Goldberg, 1993).  Responding to instances of reverse discrimination with shock was evident in other narratives as well.  For instance, one young white woman shared the following story:

While sitting in class the students (prior to the professor entering the room) were discussing their grades on a test taken during the previous class.  A Hispanic girl was talking about how bad she thought she did. I said, “I know.” I think I did really bad too.” She replied, “[Y]ou don’t have anything to worry about. You’re white.”  In my entire 22 yrs of living I’ve never felt the effects of reverse racism until that moment.

Of note, this woman’s recollection of experiencing reverse racism for the very first time features a comment from a peer which was void of any discriminatory behavior stemming from any personal, institutional, or societal power.  Yet, the label of “racism” is invoked as a powerful means to capture her conscious experience. Within our final section, we conclude with a discussion of how the ambiguous utilization of various terms within interpersonal contexts remains a heuristic area of intercultural communication research.
Summary, Speculation, and Conclusion


As described earlier, existing scholarship has regarded ‘reverse discrimination’ within definitions that range in terms of their legal and conceptual utility (e.g., Evans, 2004; Lerner & Nagai, 2000; Pincus, 2003). Through our phenomenological inquiry, we have established the complex ways in which individuals utilize the concept in ambiguous ways. Within an interpersonal context, we found that some examples of ‘reverse discrimination’ took the form of traditional examples described in the literature (e.g., McAree, 2005; Pincus, 2000). However, more often than not, participant narratives use the concept to refer to cultural prejudice – void of any explicit action. In this regard, our study is significant in that it documents clear inconsistencies between a legal/conceptual term and how it is invoked within interpersonal/intercultural contexts. 

Examining the ways in which individuals construct reverse discrimination is instrumental to the ambiguity associated with the use of the term.  Although reverse discrimination is most commonly understood legally with power that derives from institutionalized roles or arrangements, power can exist in informal roles.  Conceptualizing reverse discrimination as personal prejudice was a common occurrence across narratives that laid the groundwork for individual motives of prejudical and discriminatory actions based on demographic, position and privilege.  So what does this mean about reverse discrimination in terms of interpersonal perceptions?  In the context of the narratives, it is about addressing past wrongs or pointing out privilege (historical, financial, etc.) as a strategy of resistance.  As such, descriptions of discrimination from majority group members often times failed to differentiate between interpersonal interactions that included biased comments (prejudice), discriminatory behaviors (discrimination), and/or systematic forms of discrimination (oppression).  Reverse discrimination in the form of racism, sexism, ageism, or heterosexism, most often focused on interpersonal discrimination with individuals in institutional roles (employer-employee) or as public/private individuals (store owner-consumer) where dominance and subordination are expressed (Pincus, 1999).  Reverse discrimination portrayed at the individual level of analysis points to processes by which individuals shape the political climate, which begs for definitional and experiential clarification.  

Our study is significant in that it provides insight into how the general public has adopted – and, in the process, re-defined – a political/legal concept to describe their interpersonal interactions with others who are different from them.  One contribution of the study is that the vast majority of the narratives were not reflective of institutional displays of discrimination within the context of employment and college admissions (e.g., Pincus, 2000).  Second, this topic is an important effort in the development of a critical approach to interpersonal communication – one in which power imbalances are acknowledged and studied.  Third, this study uses participants to seek knowledge related to power dynamics that occur both at the interpersonal and institutional levels with respect to traditional signifiers of power (race, gender, ethnicity, age sexuality etc.).


While our findings make significant contributions to communication scholarship, several key limitations exists.  First, class was not recognized as a separate category of discrimination for specific reasons, but could’ve offered an understanding of dual discrimination.  Second, although respondents went beyond using employment and college admission as a gauge for understanding reverse discrimination, this was also a limitation.  Respondents saw reverse discrimination as an expression of anger against someone for his/her dominant characteristics and current privileged position.  Failing to differentiate between prejudice, discrimination, and other forms of oppression has implications for understanding reverse discrimination and might account for current misunderstandings and a much needed call for different ways to understand reverse discrimination.  These narratives challenge ideological facts and question whether these narratives are accurate conceptions because current ideology does not devalue men, heterosexuality, young people and other normative categories.


For scholars interested in exploring the inextricable relationship of culture, power, and communication, interpersonal manifestations of reverse discrimination represent a topical focus with great heuristic value.  Due to space limitations, we outline four specific implications for future research.  First, while we explore the experiential reality of reverse discrimination phenomenologically, it might be helpful to frame it in dialectical tensions reflective of the larger structural and historical forces that frame our understanding of discrimination and how some groups today have dominant status (economic, demographically, politically, etc.).  Through this approach (e.g., Martin & Nakayama, 1999), researchers can work to transcend traditional conceptualizations that situate intergroup relations in static terms. Second, additional research would benefit from engaging individual narratives through interviews or focus group discussions.  This methodological approach will allow researchers to query respondents about their perceptions and provide opportunities to discern between real versus imagined instances of discrimination (Wookzicka & LaFrance, 2001).  It will also be helpful in exploring the various ways in which majority group members respond to incidents where they are the target of discriminatory acts – an important consideration given the transactional nature of communication that recognizes individuals who are not only acted upon, but also have their own levels of agency. Third, future research might benefit greatly from research efforts that focus on one particular form of discrimination.  While we sought general thematic insight across discrimination based on race, gender, age, and sexual orientation, future studies that focus on how reverse discrimination is defined by one particular group (e.g., men who are discriminated against based on their gender) will undoubtedly uncover nuances that were not feasible within our current study (which admittedly featured a majority of narratives focused on race).  Fourth, and finally, our study can inform research projects that are interested in exploring interpersonal and organizational settings where majority group members find themselves in the minority.  Existing research (e.g., Harris, Miller, & Trego, 2004; O’Hara & Meyer, 2003) has indicated that individuals communicate in strategic ways within these contexts – something that promises to become more common given current population trends.  As the demographics and cultural politics of the United States continue to shift, issues of diversity – race/ethnicity, gender, age, sexual orientation, and disability – promise to play a prominent role in how individuals communicate in their everyday interactions.  We believe that intercultural communication scholars are best positioned to provide theoretically-informed, yet practical, insight into the dynamic realities of 21st century life. 
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Table 1: Reverse Discriminatory Stories by Focus of Discrimination, and Individual’s Race, Sex, Age and Sexuality

                                   


Whites

Men

Youth

Heterosexual      

Racism




70

Sexism






19

Ageism







12

Homophobia









3

Endnotes

� Although it has garnered little media attention, reverse discrimination based on age has also drawn legal challenges. Initially, the Age Discrimination in Employment Act of 1974 was designed to protect “older persons” (40 and older).


� A copy of the complete survey instrument is available from the first author.�


� Bracketing involves a process through which researchers acknowledge and set aside their conscious experience with the phenomena under examination (Lanigan, 1979). In terms of this particular study, we discussed our preconceived ideas of how the participants would describe ‘reverse discrimination’ as a means of pre-reflective bracketing (Nelson, 1989). As our phenomenological reduction and analysis took form, these set-aside perceptions were – at times – strategically utilized as a means to invoke a hermeneutic spiral of intellectualist and radical reflection (Merleau-Ponty, 1968).  


� Imaginative free variation is crucial of accomplishing a phenomenological reduction (Lanigan, 1979). Within the context of our study, this involved a constant state of self-reflexivity where the essential elements of the narratives were compared and contrasted through one basic query: What patterns emerge when you attempt to imagine the phenomena with or without each thematic insight? (Orbe, 2000). This process was instrumental as our analysis reduced the large number paradigmatic themes into five syntagmatic themes.





