They show that cities with a greater number of regulations
are most likely to produce effective local challenges to
dense housing development. The most compelling of
these analyses is a natural experiment: the sudden sale
of real estate by the financially distressed Archdiocese of
Boston, resulting in the redevelopment of parcels across a
diverse set of municipalities. They find that cities with
more land-use regulations permitted fewer church prop-
erties to convert to multifamily housing (p. 78).

The authors’ analyses reveal the power of administrative
data in tracking local political activity around housing
development. But they go a step further, criticizing survey
research for failing to measure important local outcomes.
Because active opponents of any given development are a
highly self-selected group, the authors argue, “Surveys do
not tell us who these individuals are or what motivates
them” (p. 16). This places them in the company of other
contemporary local political economy scholars who use
administrative data to the exclusion of survey responses.

Survey research, to be sure, cannot easily speak to local
controversies, but it can measure policy attitudes that do
not appear in public records. For example, the authors
argue that seemingly inclusionary local institutions such as
open meetings produce biased participation. Public rec-
ords can show that meeting attendees look very different
from the average registered voter, but they cannot ascertain
whether that difference in participation is due to hetero-
geneous preference intensity. To be sure, the authors
admirably attempt to triangulate their public data to
address the issue. They develop one measure of support
for affordable housing—municipal vote shares opposed to
repeal of Massachusetts’s Chapter 40B local affordable
housing mandate (pp. 107-8). They also examine partici-
patory biases within (presumably) homogeneous sub-
groups of registered voters.

Administrative data best reveal preferences of voters
who have already chosen to engage with specific local
controversies. But preference heterogeneity and intensity
remain critical to the authors’ theory. To know how much
institutions mediate NIMBY predispositions, we must
know how different types of voters in different munici-
palities would have behaved in the institutions’ absence.
Survey work by Michael Hankinson and others suggests
that such local preferences can diverge substantially even
among homeowners and renters. The policy attitudes
measured on such surveys are latent antecedents of local
activism.

The authors also only indirectly address another, related
issue: the extent to which the local institutional choices
at the center of their account are endogenous to local
antidevelopment sentiment. Although high-regulation
municipalities appear across Massachusetts, extensive regu-
lations are common in certain affluent outer-ring suburbs,
such as Lexington and Weston, and are rare in Boston and
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its inner suburbs (p. 61). Why? This is the first-order
question underlying the book, because maintenance of
land-use regulation regimes feeds neighborhood defenders’
political power. Protracted housing approval processes
derive from these prior institutional choices.

The authors’ focus on the resulting social outcomes is
understandable: their goal is not to explain the origins of
local land-use regulations, but to isolate proximal institu-
tional causes of housing shortages. On that count, this
book is likely to be of great interest to a large audience
concerned with the nation’s failure to build needed hous-
ing. However one reads into the evidence and the relative
importance of preferences and institutions, the authors
convincingly show that local land-use institutions are
captured by a small set of community members concerned
with protecting their local context. Einstein, Glick, and
Palmer have delivered an impressively supported account
of the institutions that enable NIMBYism and constrain
housing opportunities in US cities and towns.
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When political scientists address public opinion on immi-
gration in the United States, they are, with important
exceptions, most often talking about white Americans.
Because whites have long been and continue to constitute
the majority of the population in the United States, it is
also usually the case that the racial modifier for the default
category goes unstated, such that generalizations about US
public opinion on immigration are drawn based on the
sentiment of white Americans while holding constant
attitudes among minorities. As a result, much of what
we know about public opinion on immigration is what
scholars have uncovered over the years about what white
Americans think about immigrants and the policies that
govern exclusion. Important as this scholarship has been, it
is time to move beyond the politics of belonging within the
domain of white Americans. Enter Niambi Carter’s expan-
sive and insightful book, American while Black: African
Americans, Immigration, and the Limits of Citizenship.
Prepare to be fully reoriented to the subject of public
opinion on immigration when you read this book.
Carter’s argument is nothing short of a revelation,
implicating the historical context of structural racism in
US democracy in shaping political attitudes on immigra-
tion. This insight is analyzed for African Americans in
particular, as Carter argues that immigration policy and
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immigrants themselves serve as a constant reminder of the
limited inclusion of blacks in US politics. Principles
animating an “American ethos” of procedural fairness
and equality ring hollow to African Americans, the over-
whelming majority of whom descended from enslaved
people brought to US shores in forced migration. Public
opinion on immigration thus cannot be understood in
isolation from the ideology and practice of white suprem-
acy in the United States.

Carter grounds American while Black in empirical
observations from a range of sources and methodological
techniques, including historical, qualitative, and quantita-
tive survey data, to conceptualize and reveal the tensions in
African American identity as American. Carter articulates
a theory of “conflicted nativism” for blacks that reflects the
negotiation between African Americans’ national identity
as American while simultaneously acknowledging the
incomplete status of their incorporation in the body
politic. Privileged as they may be based on being born in
the United States, this status for African Americans does
not translate in the same way as it does for some white
Americans into nativist and anti-immigrant attitudes in
support of restrictionist policy. Instead, and because blacks
understand immigration exclusion to be a racist enterprise,
the fact that people of color are targeted for exclusion is a
recognition that tempers anti-immigrant sentiment
among African Americans. Instead, blacks turn the focus
of policy attitudes on immigration toward the constraints
of white supremacy. Situated within the context of racial
antipathy and discrimination, African Americans do not
organize politically around immigrant restriction as do
substantial portions of their native-born white counter-
parts. This is true for African Americans, despite the
companion recognition that new immigrant groups might
indeed be crowding out economic and political opportun-
ities once available to blacks.

The writing is elegant, and the argument is simultan-
eously concise and conceptually expansive. Carter explains
that being African American means that blacks can never
be only American, but instead exist as perpetually modi-
fied in their national identity as a function of race. Black
identity thus operates as a superordinate identity, acting as
a prism through which African Americans understand
both the majority population of whites and their own
conflicted nativism. The persistent denial of full citizen-
ship for black Americans means that public opinion on
immigration among African Americans can reveal support
for creating a path to citizenship while at the same time
evincing discontent with increasing numbers of immi-
grants to the United States. Rather than a contradiction,
Carter’s analysis demonstrates persuasively that “blacks, as
Americans, do not weaponize their national identity to
harm others” (p. 165). She goes on to restate one of her
central conclusions: “What I have argued throughout this
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text is that immigration, even when it is inconvenient for
black people, is about justice and doing the right thing
even when it may cost their group. Not because black
people are altruistic but because as a group, they know the
dangers of white supremacy” (p. 170).

Carter’s arguments have important implications for the
study of political attitudes on immigration for the majority
white population, as well as for other minority Americans.
Latinos and Asian Americans—in addition to other non-
white groups, including the descendants of those native to
current US soil, Native Americans—are also described as
“hyphenated” Americans by a racial or ethnic modifier.
One might expect attitudes on immigration in these
groups to follow a similar pattern to that of African
Americans, given the conditional welcome that minority
Americans have received as a result of white supremacy in
politics. Other studies have provided strong evidence to
support Carter’s argument, and even simple distributions
of survey questions on immigration policy support by race
show that white Americans are by far the most supportive
of restrictionist positions. The implications of Carter’s
work thus also extend to explanations about public opin-
ion among white Americans, a group for which there is still
substantial variation in support and opposition for policies
such as birthright citizenship, border security, and a path
to citizenship. Carter’s research draws attention to the
significance of white supremacy—its recognition, its con-
sequences, and its daily enactment—in public opinion
among the majority of the US population. Although
scholars of political attitudes have spilled much ink on
the role of “racial resentment” of black people among
whites, even this hugely important predisposition dances
around that which underlies such hostility. American while
Black makes it patently clear that an embrace of white
supremacy is what lies beneath restrictionist attitudes on
immigration. It is racial animus against nonwhites that
stokes anti-immigrant sentiment and makes even the most
extreme of policies such as family separation at the US
southern border defensible by its advocates. To argue
otherwise, for example, that these restrictionist attitudes
are a function of a long-standing commitment to an ethos
of egalitarianism and therefore are orthogonal to white
supremacy, not only has dubious empirical support but,
more importantly, flails blindly in the midst of substantial
evidence to the contrary.

American while Black is one of those rare books that
forces the reader to think about a topic in a new way.
Carter’s identification of the continuing legacy of white
supremacy and its effects on political attitudes can be and
should be applied to a host of other politically relevant
groups. That this work remains for future studies is
testimony to the relevance of Carter’s arguments beyond
the race and politics field to educating scholars in more
traditional subfields, including public opinion.
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