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STRUCTURAL DIMENSIONS
OF ROMANTIC PREFERENCES

Russell K. Robinson*

In this essay, I make two main points: First, I call for a focus on the
impact of structural conditions on preferences regarding intimacy. We tend
to think our preferences are natural and fixed when, in fact, they may be
more plastic and susceptible to structural influences than we imagine. To
illustrate this theme, I examine a few structures that channel our
preferences, namely, racial screening mechanisms on Internet dating web
sites and sex segregation in queer social spaces. Second, I provide a
warning against uncritical celebrations of increasing interracial intimacy as
a sign of reduced prejudice and social progress. Our celebrations should be
tempered by the awareness that race structures even our most intimate
relationships. Although two people have crossed racial lines and may have
even committed to spending their lives together, we cannot easily conclude
that they have transcended race. Because race and gender intersect to
determine an individual's value in the romantic marketplace, the two
partners are unlikely to be similarly situated in terms of their options for
leaving the relationship should it become unhappy. For instance, black
heterosexual men enjoy greater options for interracial coupling than do
black heterosexual women.I Further, people of color who are in interracial
relationships may have to suffer racialized microaggressions in order to
maintain the relationship. Yet these subtle insults may escape the
awareness of the white partner in the relationship, who might not intend to
cause any harm or see the comments as racially offensive. One source of
such racialized harms is likely to arise from racial disagreements in
perceiving discrimination. Because black people and white people tend to
view allegations of discrimination through fundamentally different lenses,

* Acting Professor, UCLA School of Law. For critical comments and assistance, I thank

Joseph Doherty and Saul Sarabia. I also received helpful comments from Charlton
Copeland, Ryan Dunn, Lisa Griffin, Jerry Lopez, Shayla Myers, Doug NeJaime, Eugene
Volokh, Hentyle Yapp, and many who attended a presentation sponsored by the Williams
Institute at UCLA School of Law. A special thanks to my research assistant, Greg Furtado,
who played a substantial role in designing and carrying out the Internet study described in
the last part of this essay. As always, the library staff of the Hugh and Hazel Darling Law
Library provided top-notch assistance.

1. See Kellina M. Craig-Henderson, Black Men in Interracial Relationships: What's
Love Got to Do with It? 5 (2006) ("Today, Black men are more than twice as likely as Black
women to be involved in an interracial relationship.").
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they are likely to disagree as to the existence of discrimination, even when
they are in an intimate relationship.

This essay allows me to extend the analysis from three of my prior
publications and explore their intersections. First, I consider whether a
proposal I made regarding expressions of racial preference in casting
advertisements 2 might be applied to such preferences in the online dating
context. Second, I extend to the romantic arena a phenomenon that I
identified as "perceptual segregation," previously examined primarily in the
workplace.3 Third, I have previously argued that, in predominantly white
and gay romantic marketplaces, men of color face pressure to conform to
certain racialized sex roles, such as the "aggressive black top" and the
"submissive Asian bottom."4 In the final part of this essay, I present an
empirical study of online dating trends that tests this argument.

I. THE INFLUENCE OF STRUCTURE

A. Race, Segregation, and the Numbers Game

Law and social norms create structures that channel and limit our
interaction with people of various identities. This structuring of our social
environments determines, in part, the romantic possibilities and inclinations
we imagine, express, and pursue. However, the presence of such structures
and their influence on our romantic choices is often overlooked. People
often report that they just like what they like, expressing little awareness of
the structural influences that might account for their preferences. 5

Residential segregation is a primary influence on romantic preferences. 6

For many, living and/or working in a neighborhood or workplace in which
one race predominates makes it difficult to connect romantically with a
person of a different race. As a race-conscious African American who is
often in predominantly white settings, residential segregation has impacted
my romantic preferences in a more complex fashion. I grew up in a mostly
white neighborhood in the Midwest and attended a mostly white religious
school. As an upper-middle-class adult professional, I continued to find

2. See Russell K. Robinson, Casting and Caste-ing: Reconciling Artistic Freedom and
Antidiscrimination Norms, 95 Cal. L. Rev. 1, 51-56 (2007).

3. See generally Russell K. Robinson, Perceptual Segregation, 108 Colum. L. Rev.
(forthcoming June 2008) (on file with author).

4. Russell K. Robinson, Uncovering Covering, 101 Nw. U. L. Rev. 1809, 1822 (2007).
5. Consider the following examples from an article on Asian-white interracial dating:

"'I'm just not attracted to Asian guys,' says Reesa, a 32-year-old Filipin[a] American who
lives in Northern California. 'I don't know why. I just never have been. I've just always
dated white or European guys."' Tony, a Japanese-American man interviewed for the same
article, says: "'I've never been attracted to Asian women .... My type is a blonde-haired
girl .... Blondes have caught my eye for some reason."' Helen E. Sung, Dating Outside the
Color Lines: Is It Just Innocent Color-Blind Love, or Asian Evasion?, Audrey, Aug./Sept.
2005, at 54, 56, available at http://www.audreymagazine.com/Sep2005/Features03.asp.

6. See, e.g., Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Racism Without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and
the Persistence of Racial Inequality in the United States 39 (2006).
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myself in mostly white environments, where similarly situated black
partners were few and far between. Although my parents raised me to
prefer blacks (women, that is), it was difficult to act on this preference since
I was often in work and social settings that offered few options in terms of
black romantic partners. The pickings became even slimmer once I
identified as queer. Consider the numbers game: A heterosexual white
person who lives in a mostly white neighborhood and wants to date only
white people faces few limitations. If, say, eighty percent of the
neighborhood is white, almost half of that number (either the male or
female half) is available for partnering. Even if ten percent of the whites
identify as gay or lesbian (a generous assumption),7 the white heterosexual
still has ample options for same-race partnering. The black heterosexual,
by contrast, is limited to half of the black population, which is twenty
percent of the community.8 Black heterosexual women are likely to face a
further disadvantage-and black heterosexual men, a relative advantage-
because of the sex ratio imbalance in black populations in the United
States.9 In part because of the mass incarceration of black men, the number
of eligible black women significantly outstrips that of eligible black male
partners. 10

The romantic market for the black queer man is even worse. He is
subject to the same diminution of the black male population that impacts
black women. Yet he also is limited to the fraction of black men who
engage in sex with men. If he identifies as openly gay and prefers to date
only other openly gay black men, his market is further reduced because
black men appear less likely than white men to identify as gay. I He may

7. See Brad Sears, Diff'rent Strokes, Village Voice, June 22-28, 2005, at 28 (citing
statistics suggesting that there are six million queer-identified Americans and 281 million
heterosexual-identified Americans-in other words, two percent of Americans identified
themselves as queer).

8. This stylized scenario assumes that only blacks and whites exist in the neighborhood
or that, to the extent that Asians, Latinos, and Native Americans are included, the black
person has a preference for blacks rather than all people of color.

9. See, e.g., Adaora A. Adimora & Victor J. Schoenbach, Social Context, Sexual
Networks, and Racial Disparities in Rates of Sexually Transmitted Infections, 191 J.
Infectious Diseases S115, S117, S119 (2005).

10. Id. at S 118 (stating that "[t]he shortage of (black] men places [black] women at a
disadvantage in negotiating and maintaining mutually monogamous relationships, because
men can easily find another relationship if they perceive their primary relationship to be
problematic").

11. According to one Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) study of young
men in six major cities, eighteen percent of black men who have sex with men reported that
they did not disclose their sexuality generally, while just eight percent of white men failed to
disclose. See Ctrs. for Disease Control & Prevention, HIV/STD Risks in Young Men Who
Have Sex with Men Who Do Not Disclose Their Sexual Orientation-Six U.S. Cities, 1994-
2000, 52 Morbidity & Mortality Wkly. Rep. 81, 82 (2003). The survey was conducted from
1994 to 2000 and focused on men aged fifteen to twenty-nine who lived in Baltimore,
Dallas, Los Angeles, Miami, New York, and Seattle, and who attended a men-who-have-
sex-with-men-identified venue. Id. Other men of color were also less likely to disclose than
whites. Id.

2008] 2789
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choose to deal with men who have sex with men but do not identify as gay,
bisexual, or queer, yet if he is seeking a long-term committed relationship,
this may very well be an exercise in frustration. The preferences of an out
black professional who lives and works in predominantly white settings are
thus impinged by at least three structural constraints that do not similarly
restrict white gay men: (1) his racial group is in the minority; (2) men of
his race are less likely to identify as openly gay, which may make it harder
to spot and connect with black men who have sex with men; and (3) there is
a substantially smaller proportion of black men who are not incarcerated or
otherwise under the supervision of the criminal justice system and would be
eligible in terms of having a similar educational and socioeconomic
background.

Looking back at my own romantic trajectory, I can now see how place
and structure, and these specific aforementioned structural constraints, have
influenced my choices. The pivotal development in my decision to come
out was my move from Los Angeles to Washington, D.C. While clerking at
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit, I lived in Pasadena, a small,
mostly white suburb north of Los Angeles. I did not discern a significant
gay community in Pasadena, which made it easy for me to avoid attending
to my own growing interest in men. Occasionally, I would hang out in
West Hollywood with a fellow law clerk who lived there. "Weho," as they
call it, is, of course, very visibly gay. 12 But it is also overwhelmingly

There are a number of reasons why some black men do not identify with the term "gay,"
which I explore more fully in a work-in-progress, tentatively titled Racing the Closet.
Although homophobia in the black community is often cited as the sole explanation for black
men not identifying as gay or bisexual, a more in-depth analysis reveals that other factors
include white exclusion of blacks in the representational arena. See Devon W. Carbado,
Black Rights, Gay Rights, Civil Rights, 47 UCLA L. Rev. 1467, 1472 (2000). Other
expressions of racism in the gay community include policies excluding blacks from access to
gay clubs. See, e.g., Rona Marech, Panel Finds Bias at Castro Bar: Owner Denied Entry to
Black Patrons, Commission Reports, S.F. Chron., Apr. 27, 2005, at B2. Black men also may
be particularly impacted by the erasure of bisexuality and the norm that holds that any man
who admits having had sex with a man is automatically classified as gay.

12. Another structural aspect of many large urban environments is the "gay
neighborhood." Many view these communities as "natural," although they are fairly recent
innovations and, according to a recent New York Times article, there are signs that they are
dying in part because they do not resonate with younger generations of queer people. See
Patricia Leigh Brown, Gay Enclaves, Once Unique, Lose Urgency, N.Y. Times, Oct. 30,
2007, at Al. Such enclaves are usually gay male dominated. The number of lesbian public
spaces is typically dwarfed by the numerous opportunities for men to meet and mate. The
separation of spaces by gender within the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender community-
and the broader demarcation of "straight" and "gay" meeting places-are structures that
implicate romantic preferences. As I describe more fully below, rigid separation of men and
women into distinct sex-designated spaces frustrates the potential for sexuality to develop in
ways that do not neatly map onto our artificial sexual categories. Studies show that despite
labels suggesting that people are entirely monosexual, a significant number of people,
including self-identified gay men and lesbians, sometimes engage in sex that is inconsistent
with such labels. See Michael W. Ross et al., Concordance Between Sexual Behavior and
Sexual Identity in Street Outreach Samples of Four Racial/Ethnic Groups, 30 Sexually
Transmitted Diseases 110, 110 (2003). Sex segregation then, although said to facilitate
sexual liberation, may actually stunt certain affiliations.

[Vol. 762790
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whether there is more demand for a black top (the sex role widely perceived
as masculine) than for a black bottom (widely perceived as more feminine).

We ascertained these trends by posting nearly identical profiles on A4A.
The statistics and descriptions of the profiles we posted were very similar,97

but each time we posted the profile, we changed the race and sex role.
Importantly, each profile featured one photo of the same model, an
attractive and fit personal trainer. Because we did not use different models,
one cannot attribute the differences in market interest to the attractiveness
of particular models or features. Our goal was to control for physical
attractiveness as we determined aggregate racial preferences by comparing
the number of e-mails that each profile attracted. The ultimate goal of this
project is to demonstrate the impact of race in determining the opportunities
that men have for finding romantic partners and the pressures that racial
stereotypes exert on certain men of color.

A. Methodology

For the first stage of this project, we analyzed expressions of racial
preferences stated in personal profiles on A4A. We studied roughly 500
profiles, 98 which were selected based upon their sequential order in random
searches of personal profiles in the Los Angeles area. We created an
account with no identifiable information in order to navigate the site and
search through the profiles. We conducted a search with only the following
geographical parameters: North America, California, southern
California/Los Angeles, and all areas. No other categorical restrictions
(e.g., race, age, sex role) were used.

On October 24, 2007, the first 300 personal profiles were viewed and
saved as PDF documents in sequential order. This was done by opening
each ad in its own window and then converting that window into a PDF
document. On October 29, 2007, another 215 personal profiles were
viewed and saved as PDF documents in the same fashion.

We saved personal profiles and gave each a numerical identifier based
only on the order in which they were viewed and saved. We then put
profiles into a database linking the numerical identifier with a username,
geographical location, sexual position, race, and racial preference.

97. The statistics of each profile (height, weight, penis size, etc.) were identical for each
profile. The primary difference was that we changed the profile's text slightly so that users
of the web site would not become suspicious. For example, the first racial profile (i.e., white
top) included text stating, "No-nonsense man looking for same. Cut to the chase about what
you want." The second racial profile (i.e., white bottom) contained the same basic message
but in different language: "Let's get to the point. No games or BS." Because we thought
the black profiles might provoke the most skepticism because of our model's racial features,
we wrote the black profiles so that the profile referred to the subject as a "light-skinned black
man."

98. We recorded 515 profiles to account for potential duplicates in our searches.
Ultimately there were five duplicates, which we discarded. Thus, the final number of
profiles was 510.

2810 [Vol. 76
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Usernames were used to identify any duplicate personal profiles acquired
during the second session on October 29, 2007.

Numerical designations were assigned to major geographical locations
within Los Angeles, race, and sexual position, as defined by the web site.99

Racial preferences were assessed for the six racial categories identified by
the web site (Asian, black, Latino, Middle Eastern, white, and mixed). If a
racial preference was stated or implied, a numeric identifier (1) was entered
for the particular race so identified. The direction of that preference,
whether positive or negative, was then captured by changing the sign of the
numeric identifier previously entered. Thus, a statement in a profile
looking for Asian men would be identified with a +1 in the Asian column.
A statement in a profile that the user was not looking for Asian men would
be identified with a -1 in the Asian column. Personal profiles stating that
they were looking only for a certain race were identified with a +1 in the
column of the stated race and a -1 for all other racial categories. Just 14.3%
of the profiles in our sample expressed a racial preference. 100

For the second stage of this project, personal profiles were created on the
web site with only the following information: username, picture, location,
profile headline, profile text, age, height, weight, waist size, body type, hair,
body hair, looking for (users can state that they are looking for sex and/or
relationships, etc.), race, sex role, smoke (whether the person smokes or
not), and penis size. Each profile included a photograph of the same model,
whose shirtless torso was exposed. The photographs did not disclose his
face, which is common on the web site.101 The model is an attractive,
athletic Latino gay man, and we selected him because his skin color was not

99. The eleven geographical locations were assigned numbers alphabetically. Thus,
downtown was "1," east Los Angeles was "2," Echo Park and Westlake was "3," and so
forth. Similarly, the six racial categories were assigned numerical identifiers with Asian
being assigned "1," black "2," and so on, though mixed was assigned "6," outside the
otherwise alphabetical order. The five sexual position preferences were assigned numbers
based on the sequential order as given by A4A. Top was "1," bottom was "2," versatile/top
was "3," versatile/bottom was "4," and versatile was "5."

100. Of the profiles that expressed a racial preference, the hierarchy of preference for a
particular race was as follows: whites (49.3%), Latinos (43.8%), blacks (39.7%), and Asians
(9.6%). The hierarchy of preference against a particular race was as follows (starting with
the group least preferred): Asians (8.2%), blacks (5.5%), whites (4.1%); and Latinos (2.7%).
These numbers might be read to suggest that a unique disadvantage attaches to Asians.
However, I hesitate to draw conclusions from this sample since a small number of profiles
overtly stated racial preferences and unlike the second stage of the study, this sample reflects
only men in Los Angeles. Moreover, there does not appear to be any reason to think that the
subset of people who express racial preferences are representative of the remaining, vast
majority of people who decline to state a racial preference, but might nonetheless have
implicit racial leanings. See Steven D. Levitt & Stephen J. Dubner, Freakonomics: A Rogue
Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything 83 (2005) (discussing a study of online
personal ads showing dissociation between white users' stated lack of racial preferences and
their tendency to send e-mails overwhelmingly to white profiles). The second part of the
study attempts to measure more directly such implicit racial preferences.

101. The profiles were also created with a locked "private pic" that was never unlocked
during the course of the study.

20081 2811



FORDHAM LA W REVIEW

near either end of the color spectrum (neither extremely pale nor extremely
brown).

The racial designation (Asian, black, Latino, and white) and sex role (top
or bottom) were then varied for each profile that we created. Username,
picture, profile headline, and profile text were also varied depending on the
race and sex role of the personal ad. Pictures were of the same model and
varied only in pose and lighting.

Usernames were generated based upon the race of the personal profile
being posted and the sex role of the profile. Some profiles were also
created with a neighborhood location or a numeral to add variety, though
the numeral assigned was neutral enough so as not to imply penis size. 10 2

We selected locations within Los Angeles and New York to avoid
neighborhoods with strong racial identities (such as Harlem in New York).
We chose downtown for Los Angeles and midtown for New York. In
selecting these specific neighborhoods, we intended to discern the racial
dynamics of white-dominated marketplaces of desire, not the various ethnic
pockets throughout the city, which might exhibit very different norms and
trends in terms of racial preferences.

We made profile headlines as brief as possible and mainly reiterated the
basic race and sex role information contained in the profile. Thus, one
profile headline read "White Top Seeing What's Out There" and another
read "No-nonsense White Bottom." Profile text was kept short, similar to
the profile headline, in order to minimize extraneous information and to
keep uniformity among the profiles. Each profile headline conveyed the
basic message to keep communications brief in order to facilitate hooking
up more quickly. For example, one profile read, "No-nonsense man
looking for same. Cut to the chase about what you want." Another profile
read, "Let's get to the point. No games or BS."

Age, height, weight, waist size, body type, hair, body hair, looking for,
smoke, and penis size were the same for every personal ad. Each personal
ad was for a twenty-five-year-old man, five feet nine, 167 pounds, thirty-
one-inch waist, athletic body type, black hair, smooth body, nonsmoking,
eight-inch penis, looking for "1-on-i Sex," "3some/Group Sex," or
"Relationship." We selected these statistics in order to maximize the
attractiveness of the profile and yet minimize (to the extent possible)
tension with prevailing racial stereotypes. For example, we worried that if
we made the height six feet two, some users might doubt that an Asian man
would be that tall. No profile included any expression of racial preference
or any other sign that might have deterred people of other races from
expressing interest.

A4A requires approval of all pictures uploaded to a personal ad. Since
obtaining approval requires as much as forty-eight hours, profiles were
created two days before the designated Saturday evening when we signed

102. Some users of the site incorporate references to their penis size (for example,
"Teninchtop") in their usernames in order to attract interest.

2812 [Vol. 76
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onto A4A with the profile. Although users can search all active profiles,
the users who are currently online are displayed most prominently and often
receive the most messages. We created each profile and posted it once by
signing on during a Saturday night in the following order in Los Angeles:
white top, white bottom, black top, black bottom, Asian top, Asian bottom,
Latino top, and Latino bottom. The order in New York was the following
(reverse racial): Latino top, Latino bottom, Asian top, Asian bottom, black
top, black bottom, white top, and white bottom. The postings occurred
from February 2, 2008, through March 22, 2008. Each Saturday during this
period we posted one profile in Los Angeles and one in New York.

We signed on each profile for one hour on a Saturday evening starting at
10:00 p.m. (PST) in Los Angeles and 1:00 a.m. (EST) in New York. We
selected these times because we expected them to be prime time for men
looking to connect with another man, and we anticipated that the New York
scene extended later than the Los Angeles scene. We counted all e-mails
that the profile received from initial posting (which typically happened on
Friday) until Saturday evening at 11:00 p.m. (PST) in Los Angeles or
Sunday morning at 2:00 a.m. (EST) in New York. During the hour in
which we signed on with the profile, we recorded racial demographics for
the first 100 users randomly displayed using the "Members Online"
function of the web site for each area (in Los Angeles and New York).
After the hour had elapsed, we signed off and made a PDF screen capture of
the e-mail inbox of the profile to show the total number of e-mails received
during that hour and then saved the screen capture as a PDF file. We also
took a PDF screen capture of each individual e-mail received and the
sender's profile. We then deleted the profile that we had posted. We did
not respond to any e-mails or initiate conversations with any users. We
simply posted each profile and let the users of the site respond.

B. Results & Discussion

The results of this study produced three main findings. First, as depicted
in Figure 1 (next page), the results suggest a racial hierarchy among MSM.
The white and Latino profiles received a similar number of e-mails, while
the Asian and black profiles received a significantly smaller number. This
finding suggests that scholars must be careful when discussing
discrimination against people of color in romantic marketplaces. Not all
racial minority groups are similarly positioned. The closeness of the results
for whites and Latinos is surprising. Although white profiles received four
more e-mails than Latino profiles, the difference is not statistically
significant. However, as I discuss below, there are important intraracial
distinctions among Latinos that warrant further study.

The second main finding is that the black bottom profiles were uniquely
disadvantaged. This finding thus partially confirms this essay's hypothesis
regarding the interaction of racial stereotypes and sex role. In general, the
top profiles drew more e-mails than the bottom profiles, but the starkest
disparity between top and bottom was among the black profiles. As

2008] 2813
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predicted by the stereotype of black male endowment and virility, the black
top profiles drew substantially more e-mails (twenty-six) than the black
bottom profiles (four), which received the fewest e-mails in the entire study.

Figure 1: Number of E-mails Received by Race
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Asian

Latino

White

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Figure 2: Number of Responses to Each Profile,
by Race, Location, and Sex Role Conditions
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The disinterest in the black bottom fully extended to black respondents to
the profiles. Indeed, not a single black respondent (or Asian or Latino
respondent) sent an e-mail to a black bottom profile. It thus appears that
some black men in white-dominated marketplaces of desire may have
internalized the stereotype of black male virility and may have little interest
in black men who are perceived as violating this norm. The image of a
black man being penetrated may simply be too far afield from the iconic
image of rapper 50 Cent, who is viewed as masculine, aggressive, and, in
some quarters, essentially black. By contrast, a black man who identifies as
a bottom may be viewed as the inverse of the so-called "hypermasculine"
black man represented by 50 Cent. Since users have limited information
about the person behind the profile, they might use sex role as a proxy for
effeminacy, flamboyancy, and being openly gay, which may be disfavored
traits. They may think it is shameful and "un-black" to identify as a
bottom. 10 3 Black men looking for bottoms may express more interest in
men of other races because a white man or Asian man bottoming, for
instance, does not violate any racial norm to which the black men subscribe.
I emphasize that this norm does not operate only among blacks. Although a
few white men sent e-mails to the black bottom profiles, the strikingly low
number of e-mails suggests that men of all races have little interest in black
men who identify as bottoms. The stereotype of black men as
"hypermasculine" might have whipsawed the black tops since perceptions
of black male aggression are linked to the stereotype of black male
criminality. Because many men use A4A for relatively anonymous hook
ups and tend to meet at one of the sexual partners' residence, concerns
about safety are crucial. As appealing as the black top might be, fear of
being victimized (in bed or after sex) might have dampened interest in
connecting with black men.104

A related pattern emerged from the responses to the Latino profiles.
There was substantially more interest in Latino top profiles (fifty-two e-
mails) than Latino bottom profiles (twenty-seven), although the market for
Latino bottoms clearly surpasses that for black and Asian bottoms. We
expected the black top profiles to enjoy a special advantage because of the

103. There may be a distinction between identifying as a bottom and performing the
bottom role at times. For instance, some men on A4A identify as tops yet seek only other
tops. The implication is that at least one of the tops will bottom but neither holds himself out
as a bottom publicly. We found some support for this phenomenon. Approximately 8% of
the respondents to top profiles also identified as tops; another 9% of the respondents to top
profiles identified as a "versatile/top," which is supposed to signify that one usually, but not
exclusively, performs the top role in intercourse. But we did not find a comparable pattern
of bottoms responding to bottom profiles. In fact, not a single bottom replied to a bottom
profile, and only 2.4% of respondents to bottom profiles identified as a versatile/bottom.
Therefore, it may be more acceptable among some blacks (and nonblacks) to identify as a
top or versatile/top than to identify as a bottom.

104. See KimberlM Williams Crenshaw, Race, Reform, and Retrenchment:
Transformation and Legitimation in Antidiscrimination Law, 101 Harv. L. Rev. 1331, 1373
(1988) (setting forth a binary paradigm of black-white stereotypes, including the belief that
black people are "criminal" and "immoral"). I thank Jerry Lopez for this insight.
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stereotype of black male endowment/virility and the context of a sex-
oriented web site105 that for many users may be quite distinct from the
search for a life partner. 106 However, the black top profiles got half the e-
mails of the Latino top profiles (twenty-six versus fifty-two) and about the
same as the Latino bottom profiles (twenty-six versus twenty-seven). Thus,
although the stereotypes about black male sexuality create a market for
black top profiles, they remain subordinate to the white top and Latino top,
and they surpass only the Asian top in market power among tops (twenty-
six versus seventeen).

In contrast to blacks and Latinos, sex role did not make a difference for
Asians. Although Asians ranked below whites and Latinos, there was no
disparity between the Asian top and Asian bottom profiles. Indeed, each
drew exactly seventeen e-mails in the entire study. 10 7 We expected the
Asian top profiles to be disadvantaged as much as the black bottom profiles
because they are counterstereotypical. Yet, the black top profiles received
only a few more e-mails than the Asian top profiles. This finding might
suggest that the stereotype of Asian men as feminine is no longer very
salient among MSM. At the same time, our Asian top profiles may have
been viewed as exceptions to the stereotype. Because the profiles reported
the model's statistics to be five feet nine, 165 pounds, with an eight-inch
endowment (statistics that we expected to attract many users), the Asian top
profiles may have surmounted the stereotype. A future study could test this
by using less attractive statistics, say, five feet five, 120 pounds, and a six-
inch endowment to determine whether the Asian top profiles incur greater
disadvantage than appeared in our study. Relatedly, the Asian bottom
profiles may not have benefited much from the stereotype of Asian male

105. Although the site gives users the option of indicating a preference for friendship
and/or a relationship, the user is bombarded with sexually explicit advertisements for
pornographic movies and online services and none that promotes friendships or
relationships. These ads, which support the free service, may channel men toward sex.

106. Several profiles conflated blackness with masculinity and an expectation that a black
man perform the top role. For example, one thirty-nine-year-old white man who identified
primarily as a top indicated that he would "flip" and play the bottom role for a black man:
"Hairy aggressive verbal masculine top looking for kinky bottom and am open to being
versatile to black masculine tops." A thirty-four-year-old Puerto Rican bottom echoed the
stereotype of black male virility: "NSA [no strings attached] PUERTO RICAN
MASCULINE MUSCULAR BOTTOM LOOKING TO SPREAD EAGLE FOR
MASCULINE HUNG RAW [unprotected sex] BLACK TOPS.... BEST THING IN LIFE
IS FEELING ANOTHER MASCULINE MAN HAVE HIS ORGASM INSIDE MY ASS."
A few men of color associated whiteness with effeminacy. A twenty-three-year-old mixed
man who describes himself as a "Rican Dominican Arab Italian Grey Eye Dr Feel Good"
and who appears black or Latino, emphasized that he is "into ETHNIC mixxed [sic] guys"
and "I am not into caucasian the WeHo/Chelsea Ambercrombie [sic] FISH." "Fish" is a
derisive term for female genitalia. This profile goes on to rule out "anyone who uses the
term BLATINO and ... Homothugs." Interestingly, as problematic as some of this man's
assumptions are, he is seeking to define a space between the dominant and white West
Hollywood scene and the "Homothugs" that emulate 50 Cent.

107. The demand for Asian top profiles was roughly the same in New York and Los
Angeles. For the Asian bottom profiles, there was much more demand in Los Angeles
(thirteen e-mails) than New York (four e-mails).
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effeminacy. However, it may be telling that Asians were the only racial
group for which the demand for bottoms matched that for tops. In general,
the preferred bottom was white, followed by Latino. The white bottom
profiles received more than twice as many e-mails as the Asian bottom
profiles (thirty-eight versus seventeen).

A third finding is that whites appear to have a special advantage in that
they may take on a top or bottom role without incurring significant
penalties in the marketplace. 10 8 A Latino top who becomes a bottom gives
up a significant privilege, since the Latino top profiles generated the most
interest in the entire study and the Latino bottoms garnered about half as
many e-mails (fifty-two versus twenty-seven). Black men similarly face
considerable pressure to perform a top role. Although the black top remains
disadvantaged relative to the Latino and white tops, at least that profile
received a significant number of e-mails. In Los Angeles, the black bottom
received three e-mails; the black bottom profile in New York received just
one e-mail.

C. Limitations

There are some limitations to this study that require discussion. First, the
profiles that we posted were all men who identified as either a top or
bottom. Many men identify as something in between these endpoints on the
sex role spectrum: versatile, a versatile/top, or a versatile/bottom. Others
list no sex role, and still others express an interest only in oral sex. This
study's conclusions may not apply to men in these categories. One
explanation for the disparity in the responses to the top and bottom profiles
may be that the pictures and statistics for the top profiles were regarded as
more attractive. The top photos showed the model's torso, which included
a well-defined chest and six-pack abdominal muscles. For some of the
bottom photos, the model was photographed from the side or from the back.
In these photos he may not have appeared as muscular and athletic as in the
top photographs. Although we anticipated that muscle and athleticism
would be more important to users seeking a top, it is possible that bottom
profiles using the top photographs would have drawn greater interest.
However, some profiles indicated a preference for a slimmer build in a
bottom. Thus, it is hard to know the ultimate impact on this issue. Further,
the endowment listed in all profiles may have provided the top profiles with
an advantage. It appears that a profile with an eight-inch endowment is
above average on the web site, which might have made our top profiles
especially appealing. By contrast, because the bottom plays the receptive
role in anal intercourse, some users may have viewed his endowment as
irrelevant. At the same time, some respondents commented favorably on
the bottom's endowment and expressed an interest in performing oral sex
on him.

108. The findings suggest that Asians also enjoy this freedom. However, regardless of
the role they assume, Asians drew less interest than whites.
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Additionally, because of prevalent stereotypes of black men, the black
profiles may have been disadvantaged because they did not conform to the
stereotype of a black man. Instead of featuring the brown skin tone of
Denzel Washington or Wesley Snipes, the photos accompanying the black
profiles appeared to be closer to the skin tone of Barack Obama. Moreover,
it is possible that inflated expectations of black male endowment made our
black profiles appear to be merely average for black men or even below
average. However, we were committed to using the same model and same
statistics for each profile even though we realized that each profile would be
read in light of prevailing racial stereotypes. In pretesting the photos, I
showed them to several people who understood the design of the study.
One person responded that the model "could not" be black because "black
men have bigger builds." (Our model's build was closer to Obama's build
than 50 Cent's build.) Of course, black men come in all shapes and sizes,
but the black profiles may have suffered if they were perceived as diverging
from the iconic image of an aggressive, strapping, and extremely well-
endowed black man.

Another limitation is that residential segregation made it extremely
difficult to find a romantic marketplace that had a large representation of all
races. 109  The selection of neighborhoods with relatively small black
populations may have disadvantaged black profiles in particular. On a
recent Wednesday night at 10:00 p.m. (EST) in New York City, a search
revealed just nine black tops online in midtown (the neighborhood where all
profiles resided). Yet there were forty-four black tops in central Harlem.
Thus, posting the profiles in Harlem or parts of Brooklyn may have
produced greater interest from black users.110 By posting the black profiles
in midtown New York and downtown Los Angeles, we forced them to
compete with all other races in a white-dominated marketplace, and, for the
most part, they came out on the losing end. Although the black profiles
likely would have benefited from being posted in Harlem, blacks enjoyed
greater overall representation in the online community (sixteen percent)
than Asians (six percent), and yet the black bottom fared much worse than
the Asian bottom. These findings speak to the demand for men of color
who perform particular sex roles in white-dominated markets, but they
reveal little about the preferences of men in racial/ethnic enclaves where
one race or ethnicity dominates.

CONCLUSION

Some readers might perceive this essay to point in different directions.
One part explores the possibility of regulating web site design in order to

109. Overall racial demographics in the online community, which are based on our count
of 100 randomly displayed profiles each time we posted a profile, are as follows: 46%
white, 18% Latino, 16% black, 13% mixed, 6% Asian, and 1% Middle Eastern.

110. Posting all profiles in Harlem would have raised concerns about the nonblack
profiles, especially the white and Asian profiles.
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encourage people to consider people who do not match their racial
preferences. Another part demonstrates how perceptual differences and
racial microaggressions can manifest a gulf between two people in an
intimate relationship. To some extent, this tension reflects the difficulty of
the topic itself. "The subject of interracial intimacy bristles with
complexity and paradox, mystery and drama .... , And, of course,
intimacy is a delicate thing. Thus, while we should think critically about
race, gender, and intimacy, we should approach any potential intervention
with caution. Having said that, online dating may provide a productive
example of a context in which the law might remove barriers to equality
through structural changes without regulating intimacy preferences as
comprehensively as it attempts to regulate discrimination in employment
and housing.

The risk of disproportionately burdening minorities who do not live or
work in predominantly white spaces might be reduced by the existence of
race and ethnicity-themed web sites such as BGCLive.com ("BGC" stands
for "Black Gay Chat") and, in the related context of religion, JDate.com.
These sites are intended for people who identify based on a minority status
and wish to meet others who share that status. Many such sites, however,
do not restrict access to people who share the status. Thus, non-Jews are
present on JDate.com, and it appears that white men are present on
BGCLive.com. The two web site domains-"mainstream" sites like
Match.com, and race/ethnicity-themed sites like BGCLive.com-thus
provide greater options for minorities who may or may not want to date
majority members. Similarly, the A4A study suggests that there are
multiple romantic marketplaces in a single city. Recognizing the value
ascribed to men of his race and sex role in the white-dominated
"mainstream," a man of color might reasonably attempt to opt out of this
hierarchy and pursue romantic fulfillment in other spaces.

111. Kennedy, supra note 21, at 37.
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