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1 
The Puzzles of 

Ethnicity and Race 

D espite predictions to the contrary, the 20th century turned out to be 
an ethnic century. The conflicts and claims organized at least partly in 

ethnic or racial terms were legion, but consider a few examples: 

• During World War II, Germany's Nazi regime undertook the system
atic extermination of Europets Jewish population, along with Gypsies and 
other "undesirables.,, Six million people died as a direct result of this "holo
caust," which gave to the world indelible images of brutality and evil and 
became one of the defining events of the modern era. 

• In 1960, the African state of Nigeria won its independence from Great 
Britain, but conflicts over the distribution of power among ethnic groups 
and regions erupted soon afterward. In 1967, in the most dramatic and 
costly of these, the Igbo people of the southeastern part of the country 
declared their area the independent Republic of Biafra, precipitating nearly 
3 years of open warfare with the Nigerian government. Biafra eventually 
lost the war, but not before hundreds of thousands of Igbos and other 
Nigerians had been killed. 

• In the United States in the 1960s and 1970s, ethnic political mobi
lization seemed to be happening everywhere as an array of ethnic and 
racial groups not only loudly proclaimed their distinctive identities but also 
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2 Ethnicity and Race 

struggled for recognition, rights, and resources. Ethnic and racial boundaries 
surfaced both as primary sources of identity and as major fault lines within 
U.S. society, from the civil rights sit-ins and riots in Black ghettos to the 
legal efforts of the Mexican American Legal Defense Fund to the con
frontations led by the American Indian Movement to the angry protests of 
an assortment of groups of European ancestry. At century's end, those fault 
lines remained. 

• In 1971, the government of Malaysia amended that country's consti
tution, adopted at independence from Great Britain in 1957, to secure the 
preferential treatment of Malays in education, business, and government, 
against the objections of the sizable Chinese and other ethnic populations. 
Among other things, the changes made it an act of sedition to even question 
such entitlements. 

• In the late 1970s, on the G-ulf Coast of Texas, competition over scarce 
fishing resources led to violence between Euro-Americans and immigrant 
Vietnamese. A White fisherman was killed; Vietnamese fishing boats were 
burned; and eventually the Ku Klux Klan joined the fray. Many Vietnamese 
immigrants finally fled the region. 

• In the 1980s and 1990s, minority Tamils launched a violent insur
gency against the majority Sinhalese in Sri Lanka, an island nation off the 
southeastern coast of India, crippling its economy and killing thousands. In 
the first decade of the 21st century, Sri Lanka's seemingly insoluble "ethnic 
fratricide" (Tambiah 1986) continues. 

• The 1991 disintegration of the Soviet Union-one of the world's most 
ethnically diverse states-pried open the lid on what was supposedly a 
socialist melting pot, to reveal a boiling stew of ethnic sentiments and polit
ical movements. Ethnic conflicts followed in several regions of the former 
Soviet Union. Among them, Ukrainian and Russian minorities in Moldova 
battled against majority Romanians; Abkhazians and southern Ossetians 
struggled for their own independence in newly independent Georgia; 
Armenians and Azerbaijanis fought over territorial rights and occupancy; 
and Chechens envisioned independence Jrom Russian and entered a devas
tating war in an effort to achieve it. 

• The 1990s witnessed a flurry of attacks by German skinheads and 
other right-wing groups directed against Turks, Greeks, Spaniards, North 
Africans of various ethnicities, and other immigrant groups who came to 
Germany over the preceding three decades in search of jobs. Arsonists 
torched immigrant-occupied apartment houses; men, women, and children 
were beaten on the street; and dozens of foreigners were killed. 
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• In 1993, in a special issue devoted to multiculturalism in America, 
Time magazine published a story titled "The Politics of Separation.<» The 
subject was the impact of growing ethnic diversity on U.S. campuses. The 
magazine reported a .perception among some students that "to study 
anyone's culture but one's own ... is to commit an act of identity suicide<» 
(W. Henry 1993:75). 

• In 1995, French Canadians in the province of Quebec came within a 
few votes of deciding that the province should separate from the rest of 
Canada, in all likelihood eventually becoming an independent country. 
"We were defeated by money and the ethnic vote," said the province's pre
mier, a leading separatist, referring to non-French-speaking voters of vari
ous ethnicities who narrowly defeated the separatist effort (Farnsworth 
1995:1). Before the vote, the Crees, indigenous people living within the 
province, took out a full-page advertisement in Canadian newspapers 
announcing their own overwhelming vote against Quebec's separation. The 
Crees promised that if Quebec were to separate, they and the vast lands 
under their control, in turn, would separate from Quebec, remaining part 
of Canada. 

• Also in the 1990s, the term ethnic cleansing emerged from the ch~os 
that followed the breakup of the former Yugoslav federation in southern 
Europe and engulfed the nascent country of Bosnia. The term, coined by 
Serbian nationalists, referred to the forced removal of non-Serbs from ter
ritory claimed or sought by Serbs. It was accompanied in the Bosnian case 
by wholesale human slaughter, starvation, and rampages of sexual violence 
directed against Bosnian Muslims by Serbian and Croatian soldiers and 
civilians. As one commentator pointed out, "ethnic cleansing" had now 
joined "the euphemistic lexicon of zealotry," along with Nazi descriptions 
of the Jewish Holocaust as "the final solution" (Williams 1993:H-3). 

These examples admittedly focus on conflict and division, which were not 
the whole of the ethnic story in the 20th century. Ethnic and racial diversity 
and identity were also sources of pride, unity, and achievement. The United 
States often paid tribute to its immigrant origins and the cultural pluralism 
that resulted (for example, Kallen 1924). Various groups-from Mexican 
Americans to Haitians to Arab populations from the Middle East-proudly 
celebrated their own cultures and identities even as they struggled for entry 
into American prosperity. The Kwanzaa festival, for example, became an 
annual African American celebration, a time for family, reflection, and com
minnent. On U.S. college campuses, in corporations, and in major cities, lead
ers dealing with ethnic and racial issues argued that diversity should be a 
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strength, not a weakness. When the U.S. women's gymnastics team won a 
gold medal at the 1996 Olympic Games in Atlanta, the ethnic composition of 
the team-"an Asian American, an African American, and white girls with 
names like Miller and Moceanu" (Lexington 1996)-was itself viewed as an 
American accomplishment, something the entire nation should look upon 
with pride. Debates about affirmative action, the content of school curricu
lum, and immigration policy led at least one American analyst to suggest, at 
century's end, that "we are all multiculturalists now" (Glazer 1997). 

The rise of multiculturalism and its insistence on recognizing and valu
ing the differences associated with ethnicity and race were not unique to the 
United States. Since its founding, Mexico has proudly proclaimed its mul
tiracial heritage, which mixes Indian and Spanish blood and cultures. 
Ethnic_ bonds brought Germans together in a reunified country in 1990, 
after decades of division into East and West. In the early 1990s, Australia 
finally recognized, after a century and a half of systematic denial, that its 
Aboriginal peoples had some cl~im to the continent European settlers had 
taken from them. In Nigeria, long troubled by ethnic tensions and conflict, 
novelist and Nobel laureate Wole Soyinka (1996) argued that Nigeria's via
bility as a state depended on learning to reconcile and even celebrate its eth
nic diversity. With massive global migration, ethnic festivals, foods, and 
customs enriched cultural life in cities across the world, while the advance 
of technology and mass communications made it easier than ever before for 
peoples of common origins to maintain ties and identities even as they 
moved. Whether one views ethnicity and race as sources of conflict or 
causes for celebration-or both at once-the point is the same: The 20th 
century demonstrated that they were among the most potent forces in con
temporary societies. 

As the 21st century began, these forces showed little sign of abating. At 
the very start of the new millenniwn, the horror of 9/11 threw the Arab 
population of the United States on the defensive. Arab Americans, many of 
them born and raised in cities like Detroit and with no direct experience of 
the Middle East, suddenly became the collective object of suspicion. Four 
years later, Hurricane Katrina exposed a stark racial divide in New 
Orleans, reminding many Americans of the high cost that some people pay 
for being Black. Nor was America alone. The first years of the new century 
saw enraged young North African Muslims torching neighborhoods in 
Paris, the City of Light, and Kurds struggling for autonomy in Iraq. 
Violence erupted between White Australian~ome wearing T -shirts say
ing "ethnic cleansing unit" (Sallis 2005)-and Middle Eastern immigrants 
in the city of Sydney. Warfare with ethnic overtones drove hundreds of 
thousands of people from their homes in the Darfur province in western 
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Sudan, while ethnic tensions slowed economic growth in the Ivory Coast of 
West Africa. Anti-Semitism appeared resurgent in much of Europe, and 
opposition to Korean and other minority populations simmered in Japan. 
As these and a hundred other examples from around the world illustrate, 
race and ethnicity continue to serve as vehicles of political assertion, tools 
for exclusion and exploitation, sources of unity, and reservoirs of destruc
tive power. (The map in Figure 1.1 shows the locations of countries men
tioned in this book.) 

An Unexpected Persistence and Power 

It was not supposed to be this way. Ethnicity and race had been expected to 
disappear as forces to be reckoned with in the modem world. The latter half 
of the 20th century, by numerous accounts, was supposed to see a dramatic 
attenuation of ethnic and racial ·ties. These and other seemingly parochi.a~ 
even premodern attachments were expected to decline as bases of human con
sciousness and action, being replaced by other, more comprehensive identities 
linked to the vast changes shaping the modem world. 

Certainly a good many sociologists expected as much. As early as 1926, 
Robert Park, a professor at the University of Chicago and perhaps the most 
influential American sociologist of his day, observed that certain forces at 
work in the world were bound to dismantle the prejudices and boundaries 
that separated races and peoples. Powerful global factors, argued Park
trade, migration, new communication technologies, even the cinema-were 
bringing about a vast "interpenetration of peoples." These factors, Park 
(1926/1950) claimed, "enforce new contacts and result in new forms of 
competition and of conflict. But out of this confusion and ferment, new and 
more intimate forms of association arise" {p. 150). Indeed, wrote Park, 

In the relations of races there is a cycle of events which tends everywhere 
to repeat itself .... The race relations cycle which takes the form, to state it 
abstractly, of contacts, competition, accommodation and eventual assimilation, 
is apparently progressive and irreversible. (P. 150) 

Park wrote at a time when the term race had a broader meaning than 
it does now. His conception of "races" treated separately, for example, 
the Slavic peoples, Jews, Chinese, Japanese, Puerto Ricans, Portuguese, and 
others (Park 1934, 1939; see also Banton 1983, chap. 3). Today, if we were 
to encounter these peoples in communities outside their countries of origin, 
we would consider them ethnic groups or would combine them into more 
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inclusive racial categories: Japanese and Chinese as Asians, for example, and 
Slavic peoples and Portuguese as Whites. 

Embedded in Park's ideas is a clear sense of transformation. The forces 
of history were already transforming the world's peoples, and the rest of the 
20th century would only accelerate the process. The impact would integrate 
peoples with one another, leading ultimately to universal participation in a 
common life and culture. "If America was once in any exclusive sense the 
melting pot of races," wrote Park (1926/1950), "it is no longer. The melt
ing pot is the world" (p. 149). 

Not everyone saw things this way. More skeptical voices could be heard 
in the sociological chorus in the early decades of the 20th century, perhaps 
none more so than W. E. B. DuBois, who in 1905 claimed that the color line 
would be the paramount problem of humankind in the 20th century (DuBois 
1903/1986; see also Berry 1965:129-35). But most sociologists subscribed to 
Park's view of the future, at least for industrial, multiethnic societies such as 
the United States. The melting pot-both global and local-would work its 
magic; ethnic and racial bonds would be forgotten; and the peoples of the 
world would be integrated into a broad stream of shared cultures and social 
relations. "Everywhere there is competition and conflict; but everywhere the 
intimacies which participation in a common life enforces have created new 
accommodation, and relations which once were merely formal or utilitarian 
have become personal and human'' (Park 1926/1950:149). 

Park was much influenced in his thinking by studies of the immigrant 
experience in North America. He and his fellow social scientists at the 
University of Chicago paid close attention to the stream of migrants from 
the various countries of Europe who, late in the 19th and early in the 
20th centuries, poured into the growing cities and insatiable labor markets 
of the industrializing United States. They found that over time and through 
generations, these migrants learned English, sent their children to school, 
struggled for economic and political success, spread across the continent, 
replaced customs from the old country with customs from the new, and 
even began to marry across the ethnic boundaries that originally separated 
them. These early students of European immigration frequently found evi
dence of Park's proposed sequence: contact with other groups; competition 
and conflict among them over territory and opportunities; eventual accom
modation to one another's presence, character, and interests; and gradual 
assimilation as newcomers began to participate more and more in the dom~ 
inant society and its institutions and came to share in ''a common culture 
and a common historical life" (Park 1926/1950:149). 

The idea that ethnic or racial attachments and identities would decline in 
significance emerged from other contexts as well. In the aftermath of World 
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War II, a good deal of scholarly attention turned to the less developed 
countries of the so-called Third World, many of them struggling for inde
pendence from colonial powers and most of them experiencing rapid indus
trialization and urbanization (see, for example, Deutsch 1961). Many of 
these states were products of negotiation and conflict among the European 
colonial powers. Often they were composites of diverse peoples, carriers of 
distinct cultures and political histories who were brought together by the 
circumstances of forced colonial appropriation and administrative conve
nience. Nigeria, for example, which was consolidated as a British colony 
in 1914, drew under a single administrative umbrella a broad collection 
of peoples and previously independent kingdoms: Fulani, Igbo, Tiv, !jaw, 
Oyo, and many others (Young 1976). 

A common assumption from the late 1940s to at least the early 1960s 
was that the diverse identities carried by peoples such as these would dis
appear as the colonies or newly independent countries they were now part 
of continued to develop. Urbanization would bring groups together in 
cities, where they would mingle, intermarry, and exchange ideas, losing 
touch with their regions of origin. Growing markets for industrial labor 
would be indifferent to the origins of the workers they attracted, treating 
group members indiscriminately as individuals and mixing them in the 
workplace, leveling their differences. New technologies of mass communi
cation would bridge diverse tribal connections and local experiences, 
linking people to people and idea to idea on an unprecedented scale. 
Modernized educational systems would teach citizens a common language, 
a common body of knowledge, and a common culture, fostering a shared 
and broadened consciousness of self and society. Nation-building processes 
would bind citizen loyalties to rising new states, undermining older ties to 
kinship, local community, and tradition (for example, see Black 1966; 
Deutsch 1966; McCall 1955; Pye 1966). All of this might take time, and 
some surely would resist these changes (Eisenstadt and Rokkan 1973 ), but 
the modernizing dynamic would prevail. In Nigeria, for example, the Tiv 
and the Ijaw and all the others would become Nigerians before long, not 
only by virtue of the formalities of independence and citizenship but also 
through a newly comprehensive poHtical and cultural consciousness. In this 
view, ethnicity was merely part of "the unfinished business for political 
.;;:odernizers" (Burgess 1978:272), certain to be finished before long. 

Finally, the expectation that ethnic and racial attachments would decline 
found support in some of the classical sources of sociological thought. Karl 
Marx's radical historical vision saw capitalism as the hammer that eventu
ally would pulverize ties of nationality or tribe, fashioning in their stead 
the iron bonds of class, linking people to each other on the basis of their 
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positions in the process of economic production. By the 1960s, a growing 
body of work in the social sciences, influenced in part by Marxist analyses, 
was displaying this "radical expectancy" (Glazer and Moynihan 1975:7}, 
the belief that class interests would emerge as the bedrock of collective iden
tity and political consciousness, displacing alternative bases of action. As 
capitalism developed around the world, other sources of group ties-lan
guage, religion, national origin, and the like-would become insignificant. 
Persons and groups would discover that their "true" interests were defmed 
by their positions in productive processes or markets and would reconcep
tualize and reorganize themselves along class lines. 1 

Another European social thinker, Max Weber, agreed that ethnicity 
would decline in importance but envisioned a different mechanism at work. 
For Weber, the rationalization of human action and organization was the 
halhnark of modernity. Ethnicity, in contrast, was a communal relation
ship. It was based not on the rational calculation of interest, but on subjec
tive feelings among group mem.bers "that they belong together" (Weber 
1968:40). As modernity and hence rationalization progressed, thought 
Weber, communal relationships would be displaced. Only where "rationally
regulated action is not widespread"-that is, where modernization had yet 
to take root-would such relationships remain compelling (p. 389). In the 
Weberian scheme, "ethnicity could hardly be expected to survive the great 
tidal wave of bureaucratic rationality sweeping over the western world" 
{Parkin 1979:32). Weber~s and Marx's ideas, although very different, had 
similar implications: Over time, ethnicity and race would decline as signif
icant social forces in the modern world. 

This line of thinking was by no means entirely wrong. Immigrants often 
did adopt the practices and ideas of the societies they entered; political 
and economic development did transform social relations, daily experi
ence, and even identities; and as capitalism developed, class-based inter
ests, cutting across ethnic, racial, and other boundaries, often did get 
mobilized into political conflict. Somehow, however, the decline of ethnic 
and racial attachments failed to follow, at least on a large scale. The last 
third of the 20th century made a shambles of these projections. In recent 
decades, far from disappearing, ethnicity and race h~ve been resurgent 
around the world, often with lethal consequences. As Donald Horowitz 
wrote in 1985, 

Ethnicity is at the center of politics in country after country, a potent 
source of challenges to the cohesion of states and of international tension .•.. 
[It] has fought and bled and burned its way into public and scholarly 
consciousness. {P. xi) 
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In short, modernity-that gradual and eventually global process by which 
industrialization, urbanization, mass communications, and other institutional 
changes transformed hwnan life and society-was supposed to bring an end 
to ethnicity and race. They were supposed to go away. But it didn't happen, 
and now, in a new century, they seem as potent as ever. 

This book is an attempt to understand why. Why have ethnicity and 
race, defying predictions, remained such persistent and powerful forces in 
the modern world? 

A Puzzling Diversity of Forms 

The unexpected persistence of ethnicity and race is not the only puzzle here. 
Equally as puzzling and intellectually challenging are the diversity of the 
forms ethnicity and race seem to take, the variety of functions they apparently 
serve, and the quite different kfuds of attachments that claim the ethnic or 
racialla bel. 

Consider, for example, the route Armenian identity has taken. In 1894, 
the sultan of the Ottoman Empire, Abd al-Hamid, caught up in the chaos 
of a crumbling empire, launched a massacre of the Armenian population in 
the eastern part of what is now Turkey. The extermination effort continued 
for more than two decades. Hundreds of thousands of Armenians died, and 
thousands more fled the country (Arlen 1975; Weitz 2003). 

A significant number of those who fled ended up in the United States. 
By 1900, 12,000 Armenians had taken refuge on American soil; by World 
War I, there were 60,000. They have continued to come, for a variety of 
reasons and from various parts of the Middle East, up to the present time. 
Somewhere between half a million and a million Armenian Americans live 
in the United States today, most of them descendants of these immigrants. 
Many of them are now members of the third or fourth generation on 
American soil. Anny Bakalian (1993), in her study of Armenian Americans, 
traces the reconstruction of Armenian identity in these later generations. 
She describes it as passage from "being" to "feeling" Armenian. "Being" 
Armenian referred to sharing a distinct language, living a similar and dis
tinct style of life, carrying a common and identifiably Armenian culture, 
and living one's life within predominantly Armenian sets of social relations, 
from marriage to friendship. "Feeling" Armenian is quite different. For 
American-born generations of Armenians, 

The Armenian language is no longer used as a means of everyday communi
cation. The secular culture, even cuisine, is relegated to special occasions and 
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acquires symbolic connotations. Frequency of attendance at Armenian religious 
services is gradually reduced, as is participation in conununallife and activities 
sponsored by Armenian voluntary associations. Social ties, even intimate rela
tions and conjugal bon~s, with non-Armenians become increasingly the norm. 
(Bakalian 1993:5-6) 

Despite this change, however, Bakalian (1993) argues that "the majority 
of Armenian-Americans, even the great-grandchildren of the immigrant gen
eration, continue to maintain high levels of Armenian identity, fierce pride in 
their ancestral heritage, and a strong sense of we-ness or peoplehood" (p. 6). 
They have not lost their identity. They have held on to it, but they also have 
transformed it. 

J oane Nagel ( 1996) invites us to compare this experience of Armenianness 
with the experience of Armenianness "in Turkey during World War I when 
Armenians were the targets of pogroms, or in post-Soviet Azerbaijan, where 
Christian Armenians and Muslim Azerbaijanis fight for control of borders 
and minority enclaves" (p. 25). Obviously, what it means to be Armenian in 
each of these times and places is very different, yet all these persons lay claim 
to an Armenian identity. Do they actually have much in common other than 
the label they attach to their identity? What is the ultimate meaning of 
Armenianness, embracing as it does such a diverse set of experiences and 
persons? 

So it is with ethnicity and race more generally. The examples with 
which we opened this chapter capture ethnic and racial identities at their 
most dramatic and compelling. The identities in those examples, for the 
most part, are surrounded by passion and conflict, often with a great deal 
at stake. But not all ethnic and racial identities are experienced this way. 
Some are quietly assumed or unconsciously left behind. Some are used to 
mobilize people or register claims; others seem to have no use at all. For 
some groups, ethnic or racial background reliably predicts life chances, 
organizes social relations and daily experience, and plays a prominent role 
in individual self-concepts. For others, ethnic or racial background may do 
only one or two of these things, or none at all. Some people are reminded 
of their ethnic or racial identities-proudly, angrily, sadly, or indiffer
ently--every day. Others for the most part ignore them or trot them out 
on holidays or at family reunions where the old stories are told for the 
umpteenth time and the traditional foods get their once-yearly tasting. 
What is more, all these different manifestations of ethnic or racial identity 
may be apparent at once within a single group, as some group members 
build their lives around such an identity and others tum away. Nor is 
identity-particularly in the case of race-always a matter of choice. Some 



12 Ethnicity and Race 

can pay their ethnic or racial identities little mind, while others are never 
allowed to forget them. 

Such diversity begs explanation. Why is ethnicity one thing here, another 
there, and both things·somewhere else? If ethnicity can be so many things, 
has it any distinctive core at all? As John Cornaro££ {1991) put it, 

If the Gods-or social scientists, it makes little difference-do know the answer, 
maybe they could explain: Why is ethnicity sometimes the basis of bitter con
flict, even genocide, while, at other times, it is no more than the stuff of gastro
nomic totemism? {P. 663) 

Adding race to the picture only adds to the complications. 
The puzzle of power and persistence is thus accompanied by the puzzle 

of variation and change. That second puzzle, too, drives the argument in 
this book. How are we to account for the rise and fall of ethnic and racial 
identities and conflicts and for their myriad variations? And what about the 
future? Will ethnicity and race continue to wield their peculiar power in the 
21st century? What forms will they take, and what consequences will they 
have for human beings and for society? 

Ethnicity and Race as Sociological Topics 

In recent decades, it has become apparent that ethnicity and race are. among 
the most common categories that contemporary human beings use to orga
nize their ideas about who they are, to evaluate their experiences and behav
ior, and to understand the world around them. In some societies, of course, 
ethnic and racial categories and ties are more salient than in others. It is 
increasingly evident, nevertheless, that ethnicity and race are among the fun
damental organizing concepts of the contemporary world. That fact alone 
would make them central topics within sociology. 

They also appear to have striking potency as bases of collective identity 
and action. The unanticipated and often dramatic staying power of ethnic 
and racial identities demonstrates as much. Groups organized around 
ethnicity and race are reshaping societies, upsetting old assumptions, and 
challenging established systems of power. In essence, they are remaking 
significant parts of the modern world. 

The distinctive contribution of sociology as a discipline has been the 
study of just such processes: of variously defined groups within society, of 
intergroup relations, of collective action, and of the multitudinous forces 
and factors that impinge on these. The study of ethnicity and race, in other 
words, is a fundamentally sociological enterprise. 
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Another of the great strengths of sociology has been its insistence on 
placing social phenomena within broad social and historical contexts. 
From its beginnings in the classical works of 19th- and early-20th-century 
thinkers, sociology has . been preoccupied with social change on a grand 
scale, in particular with the onset of modernity and industrialism and with 
their diverse effects on hwnan relationships and on the hwnan search for 
meaning, community, order, and understanding. 

Ethnicity and race are arenas in which those relationships and that 
search are continually in flux. They have to do with fundamental group 
processes: how human beings come to see themselves and others in partic
ular ways, how they come to act on those perceptions, and how their under
standings and actions are shaped by social and historical forces. Two very 
different-if typically related-sets of factors are at work in those pro
cesses. One set consists of the attributes, resources, and ideas of groups 
themselves; the other consists of the environments that those groups 
encounter. To understand ethnicit:y and race, therefore, we have to study 
both composition and context. We have to look both at what groups bring 
with them to their encounters with other people and with the world around 
them and at what the world that they encounter consists of. We need to 
understand both how people interpret and negotiate their lives in ethnic or 
racial ways and how larger historical and social forces organize the arenas 
and terms in which those people act, encouraging or discouraging the inter
pretations they make, facilitating some forms of organization and action 
and hindering others. 

These issues and concerns also shape the inquiry in this book, most of 
which has do in one way or another with the following questions: 

• What is it that makes ethnicity and race such powerful bases of identity and 
action, and how do we explain their striking diversity? 

• How are ethnic and racial identities constructed, maintained, and transformed? 
• Under what conditions are ethnic or racial forms of identification and action 

likely to arise? 
• What will happen to ethnicity and race in the future? Will they survive as pro

minent organizational themes in the modern world? Or will the 21st century 
finally realize the misplaced predictions of the 20th and see the demise of eth
nicity and race as bases of identity and action? 

An Outline of What Follows 

We begin our approach to these questions with definitions. Chapter 2 maps 
the confusing terrain of ethnicity, race, and nationalism; discusses the ways 
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these terms are commonly used (and confused); and provides the definitions 
that are used in this book. 

Chapter 3 then examines the two broad models of ethnic and racial iden
tities that have organized a great deal of social scientific thinking in recent 
years, commonly known as the primordialist and circumstantialist 
accounts. We situate these schools of thought in the context of global 
change, discuss their strengths and weaknesses, and suggest that they may 
be less diametrically opposed to each other than is generally assumed. 

Chapter 4 lays out the key elements of a constructionist conception of 
ethnicity and race. It uses pieces of both primordialist and circumstantialist 
perspectives to account for ethnic and racial power, persistence, and varia
tion but adds to those perspectives a central concern with the ways that 
groups participate in the construction of their own (and others') identities. 

In Chapter 5, we illustrate some constructions of ethnic and racial iden
tities through a series of case. studies, both historical and contemporary. 
The emphasis in these narratives is on the interplay between group charac
teristics and ideas, on one hand, and contextual factors, on the other, in the 
making and remaking of identity. 

Chapters 6 and 7 take up the elements involved in the construction of 
ethnicity and race more systematically and in more detail. Chapter 6 exam
ines some of the arenas of social life-the construction sites-where ethnic 
and racial identities are built and transformed and the ways that contextual 
factors shape those constructions. Chapter 7 examines the materials that 
groups bring to those sites and the ways group factors are used in the con
struction process. 

Finally, Chapter 8 looks ahead, considering two apparently contradic
tory trends-mixing and multiplicity versus separation and consolidation
that give to ethnicity and race two very different faces as the 21st century 
progresses. 

Note 

1. Robert Park, although hardly a Marxist, shared the general view that eco
nomic relations were the ones that would endure. "Race conflicts in the modem 
world," he wrote, "will be more and more in the future confused with, and eventu
ally superseded by, the conflicts of classes" (Park 1939:45). 
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Mapping the Terrain 

Definitions 

B efore exploring ethnicity and race in detail, we need to clarify what it is we 
are talking about. We have made no attempt thus far to distinguish 

between ethnicity and race and have written as if the two were more or less 
interchangeable terms. They are not. They refer to distinct sets of phenomena 
that at times overlap. Some of the groups we think of as races are at the same 
time ethnic groups, and some of those we think of as ethnic groups may be or 
may at some point have been races, but the two are not the same. 

Distinguishing between race and ethnicity, on the other hand, is not easy, 
but the task is worth spending some time on-not only to be clear about 
what we are analyzing but also because these definitional distinctions are 
linked to analytical distinctions that are keys to thinking sociologically 
about the range of racial and ethnic forms in the modern world. We also 
need to map the sometimes confusing terrain that includes both ethnicity 
and nationalism, which again sometimes overlap but are not the same thing. 

We take up ethnicity in the first section of this chapter and race in 
the following section. The next section explores both the differences 
between ethnicity and race and their commonalities. Finally, we consider 
nationalism and its relationship to ethnicity.1 

The Definition of Ethnicity 

Beginning in the 1960s, words such as ethnic group, ethnic identity, and eth
nicity became increasingly commonplace both in academic analyses of social 
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phenomena and in the mass media. By the last decade of the cenrury, the 
terms were firmly entrenched in the popular vocabulary. The Los Angeles 
Times, for example, published a story in 1992 on tribal conflict in Ethiopia, 
under the headline "Ethnic Pride Gets a Test in Africa" (Hiltzik 1992). A 
1995 New York Times article on disputes among groups within some Middle 
Eastern states was headlined "Arabs, Too, Play the Ethnic Card" (Hedges 
1995). Another story a week later in the same paper, discussing recent 
Irish immigrants' dissatisfaction with St. Patrick's Day celebrations in the 
United States, announced that "Ethnic Cliches Put Anger in Irish Eyes" 
(Clines 1995). Today, any Internet search will quickly yield literally millions 
of ethnically framed stories, events, and references from around the world; 
our last such search on "ethnicity" offered 136 million results. 

Although most people who encounter such terms probably believe that 
they know, at least approximately, what they mean, words such as ethnic, 
ethnic group, and ethnicity ar~, in fact, slippery and difficult to define. The 
confusion has not been limited to readers of mass media; they are slippery 
terms in the academic lexicon as well. 

The word ethnic has a long history. It is a derivative of the Greek word 
ethnos, meaning "nation., The reference, however, is not to a political 
unity, but to the unity of persons of common blood or descent: a people. 
The adjectival form, ethnikos, eventually entered Latin as ethnicus, refer
ring to "heathens," those "others" who did not share the dominant faith. 
This is more or less the meaning that the word carried when it first found 
English usage around the 15th century. In English, ethnic referred to some
one who was neither Christian nor Jew-in other words, a pagan or hea
then. The matter of belief is less important in this usage than the drawing 
of a boundary. "Ethnic" clearly referred to others, to those who were not 
"us" (Just 1989; Oxford University Press 1993; Petersen 1981). 

By the 20th century, the meaning of the word had changed again but had 
reasserted some of the original Greek conception. Gone, for the most part, 
was the specific reference to religion and with it the idea that only ~oth
ers"--<:ertainly not "us"--could be ethnics. Increasingly, ethnicity referred 
to a particular way of defining not only others but also ourselves, and this 
is how it entered sociology. 

Sociological Definitions 

The shift toward the subjective in the meaning of ethnicity is most read
ily apparent in a discussion of ethnic groups by the German sociologist Max 
Weber, the only one of the classical sociological theorists to offer an explicit 
definition. Weber (1968) devoted a chapter to the topic in his great work 
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Economy and Society, written early in the 20th century, in which he says, 
"We shall call 'ethnic groups' those human groups that entertain a subjec
tive belief in their common descent because of similarities of physical type 
or of customs or both, or because of memories of colonization and migra
tion" (p. 389). He goes on to say, "It does not matter whether or not an 
objective blood relationship exists." Several things are worth noting about 
Weber's definition: 

• At the foundation of ethnic attachments lies real or assumed common descent. 
Ethnic ties are blood ties. 

• The fact of common descent is less important than belief in common 
descent. What matters is not whether a blood relationship actually exists, but 
whether it is believed to exist, "not what is but what people perceive" (Connor 
1993:377). Ethnicity is a subjective matter; the crucial issue is how we see 
ourselves. 

• The potential bases of this belief in common descent are multiple, varying from 
physical resemblance to shared cultural practices to a shared historical experi
ence of intergroup interaction. Any of these, or some combination, might be the 
basis or justification of our assumption of conunon descent. 

• An ethnic group exists wherever this distinctive connection-this belief in 
common descent-is part of the foundation of community, wherever it binds us 
to one another to some degree. 

Weber's emphasis on conunon descent is central to a number of subse
quent definitions of ethnicity (for example, Alba 1990; Connor 1978, 1993; 
Horowitz 1985; Schermerhorn 1978; Shibutani and Kwan 1965). Much of 
sociology, however, particularly in the classroom, eventually abandoned 
Weber's definition and came to equate ethnicity with shared culture. The core 
of the definition shifted from Weber's concern with putative origins and 
shared history-for the most part, that is, with how the past shapes present 
self-concepts--to currently shared culture, to what group members now do. 
An ethnic group became a group of persons distinguished largely by common 
culture, typically including language, religion, or other patterns of behavior 
and belief. For example, one recent edition of a widely used textbook defines 
an ethnic group as "a group of people who are generally recognized by them
selves and/or by others as a distinct group, with such recognition based on 
social or cultural characteristics" (Farley 2000:8). Another definition accepts 
either culture or national origin as the basis of ethnicity, defining an ethnic 
group as "a group socially distinguished or set apart, by others or by itself, 
primarily on the basis of cultural or national-origin characteristics" (Feagin 
and Feagin 2003:8). Combining shared history and shared present practices, 
a third definition argues that "when a subpopulation of individuals reveals, 
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or is perceived to reveal, shared historical experiences as well as unique 
organizational, behavioral, and cultural characteristics, it exhibits its ethnic
ity'' {Aguirre and Turner 1995:2-3). 

A momenes reflection: will reveal the ambiguities that such specifications 
of ethnicity create. If all that is required to distinguish an ethnic group is some 
level of shared "social or cultural characteristics'' or "historical experi
ences," then lawyers, military families, university students, hip-hop enthusi
asts, the citizens of Switzerland, prison inmates, physicists, and numerous 
other groups potentially join Polish Americans, the Chinese minority in 
Malaysia, and the Kurds of Iraq, among others, in the pantheon of ethnic 
groups. Analytical precision and utility suffer as the concept of ethnicity slips 
away into the enormously diverse mosaic of self-conscious collectivities
sharing varying degrees of history and culture-that any society generates. 
This definition nevertheless has become common. Even the massive and 
hugely informative Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups 
(Themstrom, Orlov, and Handlin 1981:vi) defines an ethnic group in effect 
as a group sharing cultural attributes. It then leaves out of its survey all sorts 
of groups that, if it takes its own definition seriously, ought to qualify. 

Our concern about such definitions goes beyond their imprecision. One 
of the striking things about ethnicity in recent decades has been its survival, 
in some cases, despite rapidly declining cultural distinctions. This develop
ment is widely apparent in the United States. In Chapter 1, we mentioned 
Anny Bakalian's (1993) discussion of the path Armenian Americans have 
followed, "from being to feeling Armenian.,, Distinctive cultural practices 
have declined over time, but the identity-that sense of ethnic distinctive
ness-has not. Similar processes can be found among other Americans of 
European descent as well, many of whom display few culturally distinct 
practices but proudly proclaim their ethnic identities (see, for example, 
Alba 1990; Gans 1979; Waters 1990). Much the same is happening else
where in the world. Thomas Fitzgerald (1998) wrote, for example, of some 
offspring of Cook Islander migrants to New Zealand who adhere to a Cook 
Islander identity but have dropped most of the culture of their parents. It 
also seems reasonable to wonder what role culture conceivably plays in the 
supposedly ethnic category Asian American, embracing immigrants from 
such culturally diverse places as India, Japan, Laos, and the Philippines. In 
what way is such a composite group ethnic? Once the supposedly primary 
definitional element-shared cultural characteristics-disappears, of what 
does its ethnicity consist? 

The colloquial American understanding seems closer in some ways to the 
Weberian one than to some of the more recent academic usages. Although 
most Americans may consider various ethnic groups culturally distinct to 
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one degree or another, they generally seem to view the origins of these 
groups as what sets them most dearly apart and accounts for whatever dis
tinctive cultural characteristics remain (cf. Hirschman, Alba, and Farley 
2000). The classic case -is immigrant groups. To say that you are Irish or 
Italian in the United States is to say that most importantly, your people 
came originally from Ireland or Italy. To many Americans, the fact that 
group members came originally from "there, not here,u or at least not from 
where "we" came from, is ultimately the source of their distinctiveness, 
with homeland approximating Weber's concept of shared ancestry. 

Ethnicity as a Distinctive Set of Claims 

It is most unlikely that any one definition of ethnic group or ethnicity will 
satisfy aU the specialists or fully escape the ambiguities that seem an 
inevitable part of the study of ethnicity. We nevertheless join those sociolo
gists who have remained dose to the Weberian tradition, and we follow 
Richard A. Schermerhorn's (1978) definition, which describes an ethnic 
group as "a collectivity within a larger society having real or putative com
mon ancestry, memories of a shared historical past, and a cultural focus on 
one or more symbolic elements defined as the epitome of their peoplehood" 
(p. 12). Among the examples Schermerhorn offers of such symbolic elements 
that may be viewed as emblematic of peoplehood are kinship patterns, geo
graphical concentration, religious affiliation, language, and physical differ
ences. The common history a group claims may be viewed the same way. For 
example, the historical experience of slavery plays a powerful symbolic role 
in mariy African Americans' conceptions of themselves. 

Schermerhorn (1978) adds to this definition the criterion of self
consciousness. Ethnic groups are self-conscious populations; they see them
selves as distinct. 

Again, there are several points to be made about this definition: 

• It involves three kinds of claims: a claim to kinship, broadly defined; a claim to 
a common history of some sort; and a claim that certain symbols capture the 
core of the group's identity. 

• As in Weber's conception, these claims need not be founded in fact. The kinship 
claim, for example, has to do with either "real or putative" common ancestry. 

• The extent of actual cultural distinctiveness is irrelevant. Contrary to many 
common definitions, not all ethnic groups are culture groups (and not all cul
ture groups are ethnic groups). Although group members may draw attention 
to certain cultural features as "the epitome of their peoplehood," they are not 
necessarily practitioners of distinct cultures, and such features frequently have 
more symbolic power than practical effect on group behavior. In fact, the 
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cultural practices of an ethnic group may vary little from those prevalent in the 
society of which it is a part. 

• An ethnic group is a subpopulation within a larger society. 
• An ethnic identity is self-conscious. 

We should point out that in practice, descent from a common homeland 
often serves as a broad assertion of common ancestry. It is doubtful, for 
example, that all those who came to the United States from Cuba actually 
claim to be descended from a common ancestor, but they do claim descent 
from a common homeland, which serves as a metaphor for kinship. Such 
metaphors are often explicit: People may speak, for example, of the father
land, or of Mother Russia, or of the "children" of Africa. The idioms of kin
ship and homeland are often intertwined. In a sense, ethnicity is family writ 
very large, indeed. It typically involves the assertion of some ineffable bond 
among group members, a bond we think of as rooted ultimately in shared, 
distinctive origins (see Horowitz i985, chap. 2). 

This definition still casts the net fairly widely-variation in claim and 
assertion can be substantial-but it gives us a more distinctive universe of 
groups, and it classifies those groups according to the particular kinds of 
claims they make or the particular claims made about them. This last point 
is crucial. Although an ethnic identity is self-conscious, its self-consciousness 
often has its source in the labels used by outsiders. The identity that others 
assign to us can be a powerful force in shaping our own self-concepts. To 
say that ethnicity is subjective is not to say that it is unaffected by what 
others say or do. Others may assign an ethnic identity to us, but what they 
establish by doing so is an ethnic category. It is our own claim to that 
identity that makes us an ethnic group. The ethnic category rna y be externally 
defined, but the ethnic identity is internally asserted Oenkins 1994 ). It should 
also be apparent from this definition that what is ethnic about an ethnic 
group is the fact that it identifies itself in a particular way. Members of 
some ethnic groups may share a great deal more than that particular way of 
identifying themselves, including extensive cultural practices; others may 
share little more than the identity claim that they make. Groups that share a 
great deal and groups that share very little clearly are different, but their 
claims make them equally ethnic. What matters is the mode or idiom of 
identification. 

Finally, ethnicity is a matter of contrast, an inherently relational con
struct (Eder et al. 2002). To claim an ethnic identity (or to attempt to assign 
one to someone else) is to distinguish ourselves from others; it is to draw a 
boundary between "us" and "them" on the basis of the claim we make that 
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"we" share something that "they" do not. An ethnic group cannot exist in 
isolation. It has meaning only in a context that involves others-ultimately) 
in a collection of peoples of which it is only a part. An ethnic population, 
however, is not necessarily a minority population. An ethnic group may be 
politically or numerically dominant within a single state; it may dominate 
one state and at the same time be a minority in others. It is never concep
tually an isolate. 

Ethnicity, then) is identification in ethnic terms-that is, in the terms 
oudined above. An ethnic identity is an identity conceived in such terms. A 
population or social collectivity may be simply an ethnic category, assigned 
an ethnic identity by outsiders. But once that identity becomes subjective
that is, once that population sees itself in ethnic terms, perhaps in response 
to the identity outsiders assign to it-it becomes an ethnic group. 

The Definition of Race 

What about race? Are races ethnic groups? Consider African Americans. 
Certainly many people consider them a race or at least a part of one. How 
so? If they are a race, are they not an ethnic group? Could they be both? 

Before we can answer these questions, we have to wrestle with the 
definition of a race. As with ethnicity, it is common in contemporary society 
to talk about races) race relations, and racial conflict as if we had a dear idea 
about what constitutes a race and where the boundary falls between one race 
and another. Race) however, is as slippery a concept as ethnic group, and its 
slipperiness has an even longer and more consequential history. 

Race as Biology 

In technical terms, a race can be thought of as a genetically distinct sub
population of a given species. This statement is of little use in thinking 
about human races, however, for the genetic differences among human 
groups that we commonly view as races are inconsistent and typically 
insignificant. This has made it difficult to figure out what a race, conceived 
in terms of human biology, actually is. In fact) biologists) physical anthro
pologists) and other students of human physiology and genetics have long 
disagreed about which, if any, genetic differences mark the boundaries 
between races and about how many human races there are. For several cen
turies, scholars of one stripe or another from various countries tried to spec
ify the number of races in the world: 
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Linnaeus had found four human races; Blumenbach had five; Cuvier had three; 
John Hunter had seven; Burke had sixty-three; Pickering had eleven; Virey had 
two "species," each containing three races; Haeckel had thlrty-six; Huxley had 
four; Topinard had nineteen ·under three headings; Desmoulins had sixteen 
"species''; Deniker had seventeen races and thirty types. (Gossett 1963:82) 

Clearly, consensus regarding the nature and number of human races has 
been elusive. 

The federal government of the United States has been anything but 
consistent in its own classifications. In 1870, according to historian Paul 
Spickard (1992), the U.S. Bureau of the Census listed five races in the 
United States: "White, Colored (Blacks), Colored (Mulattoes}, Chinese, and 
Indian .... In 1950, the census categories reflected a different social under
standing: White, Black, and Other" (p. 18}. By the 1990s, federal programs, 
responding more to the demands of various groups than to any biological 
theory, required various public and p~ivate entities to report racial data 
using, once again, five categories, but they were different from the 1870 cat
egories: White, Black, Asian or Pacific Islander, American Indian or Alaska 
Native, and Hispanic, with the last specified as an ethnic group, not a race. 
A new category was added when "Native Hawaiian" and "Pacific Islander" 
were pulled out of the Asian category just prior to the 2000 census, and 
before 9/11 there was talk of adding yet another, "Arab," to the scheme. 
Ultimately, the 2000 census produced a different innovation: Individuals 
could list multiple races. "'Mark one or more' converts six categories into 
sixty-three, which, when cross-tabulated by the ethnic category of Hispanic, 
generates ... 126 categories of race-ethnicity" (Prewitt 2004: 152). 

Other societies have made other choices. For a long time, the South 
African government recognized four races: White, Mrican, Colored, and 
Asian. In many parts of Brazil, where there has been widespread mixing 
among Europeans, Africans, and the indigenous Indians, many people gave 
up on the notion of distinct races and instead established a set of informal 
and sometimes overlapping categories that recognize varying degrees of 
racial mixture, usually determined by an individual's appearance and rang
ing from the lightest complexions to the darkest. In the census, the Brazilian 
government counts by color using a tripartite classification: white, brown, 
and black (see Bailey and Telles 2006; Nobles 2002). 

If biologically distinct human races do exist, it seems odd that there is 
so little agreement on what they are. Indeed, the persistence of the idea of 
biologically distinct human races owes more to popular culture and pseu
doscience than to science, and the idea's pedigree is not scientific, but 
historical and political. It emerged originally in the extended encounter 
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between European and non-European peoples that began in the late 15th 
and early 16th centuries. Discovering human beings in Asia, Africa, and 
the Americas who looked-and often acted-very different from them
selves, Europeans drew upon the Spanish concept of "purity of blood," 
which sanctioned discrimination against converted Jews and concluded 
that often, superficial differences surely indicated more fundamental dif
ferences as well (Fredrickson 2002). This conclusion, which asserted their 
own inherent superiority, helped them justify their efforts to colonize, 
enslave, and sometimes exterminate many of the peoples they encountered. 
Europeans came to believe that races are,_ in fact, distinct and identifiable 
human (and some of them, in the extreme version, nonhuman) groups; 
that there are systematic, inherited, biological differences among races; 
and that the non-White races are innately inferior to Whites-that is, to 
Europeans (see also Jordan 1968). 

Systematic physiological diff~rences among many human groups are 
obvious. Skin color is only one example. Deciding which of these physio
logical differences should serve as racial markers is a complicated process. 
Racial boundaries turn out to be messy. For one thing, the distribution of 
human physical characteristics, aided by millennia of mixing among human 
communities, is persistently irregular. Blood types, hair textures, skin col
ors, and body forms vary, sometimes dramatically, not only between pop
ulations we often think of as racially distinct, but within them as well. In 
fact, the extent of genetic variation among individuals within supposed 
racial groups typically exceeds the variation between the groups. We can 
speak of a group of persons as having, on average, a greater frequency of 
some set of genes than some other group has, but those genes seldom will 
be limited to that group; the differences in frequency will be differences 
of degree. 

It would be easier to know how to mark racial boundaries if the sup
posed physical differences among races were consistently apparent, but they 
seldom are. It would be easier, likewise, if some set of characteristic physi
cal distinctions were correlated consistently with some set of characteristic 
abilities or behaviors, but science has been unable to link such physical 
differences persuasively to differences in ability or intelligence or very much 
else. In other words, the scientific arguments for any particular way of 
dividing up and identifying races of human beings are at best modest. As 
geneticist Richard Lewontin and his colleagues point out, 

In practice, "racial" categories are established that correspond to major skin 
color groups, and all the borderline cases are distributed among these or made 
into new races according to the whim of the scientist. But .•. the differences 
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between major "racial" categories, no matter how defined, turn out to be small. 
Human "racial" differentiation is, indeed, only skin deep. (Lewontin, Rose, and 
Kamin 1984:126-27) 

As a result, most contemporary scholars have dismissed the idea of race as 
a meaningful biological category that can be applied to separate groups of 
human beings (Gould 1981, 1994; King 1981; Lewontin et al. 1984; Smedley 
1993). 

The Social Construction of Race 

Despite the lack of a biological basis for the conception of distinct 
human races, race still wields monumental power as a social category. In 
many societies, the idea of biologically distinct races remains a fixture in the 
popular mind, a basis of social action, a foundation of goverrunent policy, 
and often a justification for distinctive treatment of one group by another. 
Even some academics and intellectuals still accept racial categories as natu
rally given and delineated, appealing to genetics as an explanation of 
inequality (for example, Herrnstein and Murray 1994; see also the critique 
of their work in Fischer et al. 1996). Human beings-even the most ratio
nal and scientific of them-tend to assume racial categories and to take 
them seriously, but they do so for social, not biological, reasons. 

Races, like ethnic groups, are not established by some set of natural 
forces, but are products of human perception and classification. In short, 
they are social constructs. As geneticist James King (1981) remarks, "Both 
what constitutes a race and how one recognizes a racial difference are cul
turally determined" (p. 156). We decide that certain physical characteris
tics-usually skin color but perhaps also hair type, stature, or other bodily 
features-will be primary markers of group boundaries. We invent cate
gories of persons marked by those characteristics. The categories become 
socially significant to the extent that we use them to organize and interpret 
experience, to form social relations, and to organize individual and collec
tive action. In other words, the categories become important only when we 
decide they have particular meanings and act on those meanings. The char
acteristics that are the basis of the categories, however, have no inherent 
significance. We give them meaning, and in the process we create races. 

This is not to say that one cannot find consequential differences among 
human groups, only that such differences map poorly against common 
understandings of race. In fact, variations within racial groups tend to out
weigh-in both number and significance-those that supposedly distin
guish one racial group from another (Duster 2003 ). In recent years, as Ann 
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Morning (2005) reports> articles in a number of medical and scientific jour
nals, including Science, the New England Journal of Medicine, Genome 
Biology, and the International Journal of Epidemiology, have highlighted 
certain supposedly racial differences, such as the overrepresentation of 
spina bifida among Caucasians, especially the Welsh and the Irish; the dis
proportionate frequency of Tay-Sachs disease among Ashkenazi Jews; or 
the prevalence of sickle-cell anemia among African Americans. But, as Troy 
Duster (2003) demonstrates in Back door to Eugenics, even these patterns 
emerge from the ways we group people together, think about genetics> and 
determine public health priorities. Furthermore, they often give rise to gen
eralizations and conclusions that go far beyond these narrow and excep
tional medical conditions. 

We can define a race, then, as a human group defined by itself or others 
as distinct by virtue of perceived common physical characteristics that are 
held to be inherent. A race is a gr.~up of human beings socially defined on 
the basis of physical characteristics. Determining which characteristics con
stitute the race-the selection of markers and therefore the construction of 
the racial category itself-is a choice human beings make, and it is the rea
son some social scientists put "race" in quotes. Neither the categories them
selves nor the markers we choose are predetermined by biological factors. 

These processes of selection and construction are seldom the work of a 
moment. Racial categories are historical products and are often contested. 
In one famous case from the early 1980s, a Louisiana woman went to court 
to dispute the state's conclusion that she was Black, claiming a White racial 
identity. The state's argwnent was that her ancestry was at least 1/32nd 
"Negro," which according to state law meant she was Black (Dominguez 
1986). The law had roots in the long history of Black-White relations in 
Louisiana and in the American South more generally, in slavery and its 
legacy, and in the enduring White effort to maintain the supposed "purity~ 
of their race. It was a legal manifestation of what is known as hypodescent, 
or the "one-drop~ rule, which in the United States holds that any degree of 
African ancestry at all is sufficient to classify a person as Black (see Davis 
1991). This rule has a history. People have fought over it> and as the 
Louisiana case shows, it has been tested in the courts. It has been reserved 
largely for Blacks. Americans do not generally consider a person who is 
1/32 Japanese or Dutch to be Japanese or Dutch, but "one drop)S of Black 
blood has long been considered sufficient for racial categorization. 

The woman in Louisiana lost her case {although the law was eventually 
changed), but her story underlines the point made by Michael Omi and 
Howard Winant (1994) in their pathbreaking study of race in the United 
States: Racial categories are not natural categories that human beings 
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discover; on the contrary, they are "created, inhabited, transformed, and 
destroyed" by human action and are, therefore, preeminently social prod
ucts (p. 55). They change over time as people struggle to establish them, 
overcome them, assign other people to them, escape them, interpret them, 
and so on. The outcomes of those struggles often have enormous conse
quences for the individuals involved, but it is not biology that determines 
who will suffer and why. People determine what the categories will be, fill 
them up with human beings, and attach consequences to membership in 
those categories. 

Ethnicity and Race 

To pose again the question we raised some pages ago: Are races ethnic 
groups? The answer, which may not yet be obvious, is sometimes yes, some
times no. Ethnicity and race are not the same, but they are not mutually 
exclusive categories, either. They sometimes overlap. In short, races may be 
but are not necessarily ethnic groups. In the following two subsections, we 
first explore the ways that ethnicity and race are different and then the things 
they have in common. 

Differences between Ethnicity and Race 

Most societies have treated groups defined in racial terms very differently 
from those defined ethnically, and the differences have been crucial. In 
the United States, for example, although some ethnic groups have been 
privileged over others at various times in history, Whiteness-a racial 
category-has been consistently privileged over non-Whiteness. with per
sons of color consigned to the margins of American society and culture. 
In different ways at different times, race has been institutionalized in the 
organization of the society and ideologized in its culture. 

Race has been the most powerful and persistent group boundary in 
American history, distinguishing, to varying degrees, the experiences of 
those classified as non-White from those classified as White, often with dev
astating consequences. The racial boundary that White society has histori
cally drawn around itself has excluded different groups at different times. 
Along with Blacks, Asians, Latinos, and Native Americans, both Jews and 
the Irish, among others, have been perceived as non-Whites at one time 
or another in the United States (lgnatiev 1995; Sacks 1994). Both groups 
struggled to alter the perception, knowing all too well the costs of being 
non-White in the eyes of Whites. 
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Designating a group of people as a distinct race has been sufficient in the 
United States to mark them off as more profoundly and distinctively 
«other"-more radically different from "us~-than those ethnic groups 
who have not had to carry the burden of racial distinction. Where racial 
designations have been used, ethnic distinctions within racial categories 
have tended to be overshadowed by the racial designations. All of the com
monly designated racial groups in American life are multiethnic: for exam
ple, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and others among Latinos; West 
Indians and American-born Blacks, whose ethnicities operate at a less 
comprehensive level than the African American ethnicity they more gener
ally share; various groups among Asian Americans; a multitude of cultur
ally diverse peoples among American Indians; and various ethnicities of 
European descent among Whites. With the important exception of Whites, 
however, society at large generally has either ignored or minimized these 
identities throughout much of its history, emphasizing more comprehensive 
racial distinctions. 2 Furthermore, it has been far more reluctant to allow 
movement across racial boundaries than across ethnic ones. For example, 
"A Cambodian American does not have to remain Cambodian, as far as 
non-Asian Americans are concerned, but only with great difficulty can this 
Cambodian American cease to be Asian American" (Hollinger 1995:28). 
This does not mean these ethnicities are unimportant. They are of great 
importance to the groups involved and a key to understanding much of 
what goes on among and within those groups. It does illustrate, however, 
the particular power of race, which has been a foundational feature of 
American life in a way that ethnicity has not: the ultimate boundary 
between "us" and "them." This pattern of racial categorization also illus
trates the tendency in American life to recognize diversity among Whites 
but to ignore it among others. 

Not all societies have experienced race in this same way. Relative to eth
nicity, race has played an even greater and more obvious role in the orga
nization of society and culture in South Africa, for example, than it has in 
the United States. Race was a fundamental organizing principle in most 
colonial societies around the world, remains a significant dimension of 
social organization in various societies of the Middle East and Latin 
America, and is of rapidly growing significance in much of contemporary 
Europe. In Canada, on the other hand, as the case of French-speaking resi
dents of Quebec indicates, ethnicity has been fully as important a fault line 
as race. In Belgium, ethnicity has considerably overshadowed race as a 
dimension of social organization and politics. 

Despite the varying prominence of racial categories across societies, race 
everywhere has taken on a distinctive set of meanings and uses. Some of 
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these are apparent in remarks made by a British gold and tin miner in colo
nial Malaya, in Southeast Asia, in the early part of the 1900s. Malaya was 
a British colony, populated by an ethnically diverse indigenous population 
known to the British as Malays, along with significant numbers of Chinese 
and Asian Indians (Tamils), brought in both before and during British colo
nial rule to meet growing labor needs. Writing of the situation in Malaya, 
the miner remarked, 

From a labour point of view, there are practically three races, the Malays 
(including the Javanese), the Chinese, and the Tamils (who are generally known 
as Klings). By nature the Malay is an idler, the Chinaman is a thief, and the 
Kling is a drunkard, yet each in his own class of work is both cheap and effi
cient, when properly supervised. {quoted in Hirschman 1986:356-57) 

A good deal of importance about race is apparent or hinted at in these 
remarks, and we can use them to further elaborate the differences between 
race and ethnicity. First, race typically has its origins in assignment, in the 
classifications that a dominant group imposes upon a less powerful collection 
of others. Ethnicity can have similar origins, but it frequently begins in the 
assertions of group members themselves. The ethnically diverse Malays did 
not see themselves originally as a single people, much less as a distinctive 
"race"; this conception seems to have been largely a European inspiration 
(Nagata 1981). There are exceptions to the rule of racial assignment. For 
example, some groups in the United States, Germany, and elsewhere have 
more and more forcefully asserted Whiteness as a self-conscious racial iden
tity in recent years. Most racial categories, however, have been constructed 
first by those who wished to assign them to someone else; race has been first 
and foremost a way of describing "others," of making dear that "they" are 
not "us." 

Second, race first took on its distinctive contemporary meanings and uses 
as part of a monumental historical meeting of peoples. It is a product of the 
global era, with roots in European colonialism in places such as Malaya and 
elsewhere in Asia, Africa, and the Americas. Beginning late in the 15th cen
tury, in an enduring burst of expansive energy, certain European nations
in particular Spain, Portugal, England, France, and the Netherlands-sent 
explorers, exploiters, missionaries, and settlers across the world, most of 
which was previously unknown to them. Human beings have long noted 
the physical differences among themselves, but the magnitude of the 
differences that Europeans encountered over the next two centuries was 
unprecedented in their experience. Entire continents entered European con
sciousness for the first time, with populations that differed dramatically 
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both physically and culturally from the peoples of Europe. These differ
ences prompted classifications that were unprecedented in their comprehen
siveness, a grand division of the world between Europeans and racially
physically-distinct others. 

Third, this meeting of peoples and the ideas that came out of it were 
aspects of power relations. The designation of race is, in and of itself, an 
assertion of the power to define one culture against the "other" and in 
doing so to create a rigid and presumably permanent social hierarchy 
(Fredrickson 2002). Europe exerted such power in its racial classification of 
the world's peoples, inventing the contemporary idea of race in the process. 
Racial designation has also been linked to power in more material ways. It 
was not idle curiosity that drove Europe's captains and missionaries across 
the globe, but a massive quest for wealth, political clout, and souls. They 
found justification for their activities in part in the idea of race, in the belief 
that human groups are inherently ·different and that those differences con
stitute "natural" physical and moral hierarchies that are replicated in social 
organization, with Caucasians in dominant social positions and various 
"others" ranging downward from there (Spickard 1992). "From a labour 
point of view," wrote the miner in Malaya-the only point of view that 
mattered to colonialists-"there are practically three races," and each of 
those three, "in its own class of work," is cheap and efficient "when prop
erly supervised" (quoted in Hirschman 1986: 356-57). The place these 
races occupied in the European conception is clear in these remarks: They 
are a resource to be exploited. Such beliefs both nourished and were nour
ished by colonialism, but they have been among the more durable products 
of human intellectual ingenuity, and not only in the hands of Europeans. 
From the slaughter of indigenous peoples in the Americas to the racial 
exclusionism of Japan, and from Europe's exploitation of colonial labor to 
the extermination campaigns that Hutus and Tutsis have repeatedly waged 
against each other in Rwanda and Burundi, the domination of one group 
by another has turned repeatedly to race for its dubious legitimacy. Thus, 
race and power, historically and today, have been tightly intertwined. If we 
combine this point with the previous one about physical difference, we are 
brought to Paul Spickard's (2005) pithy comment that "race is about 
power, and it is written on the body" (p. 2). 

Fourth, as this history suggests, racial designation typically implies infe
riority. Sometimes it is physical or biological inferiority, as in the notions
prevalent at certain times in various societies-that some races are 
inherently less intelligent than others or have attained only a lower stage of 
evolution. It is also, most importantly and almost invariably, an inferiority 
in moral worth. "By nature the Malay is an idler, the Chinaman is a thief, 
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and the Kling is a drunkard'' (quoted in Hirschman 1986:357). The history 
of race is a history of moral judgments, a division of the world into more 
or less worthy categories of persons. The ways in which some persons fail 
to meet the standard of worthiness may vary, but the idea of failure is usu
ally implicit in the racial designation. The primary exception is the desig
nation White. This designation commonly occurs as the unspoken flip side 
of the assignment of some other group to a racial category. In assigning 
another group to a racial category, Whites inevitably-if only implicitly
assign themselves to a different racial category. Historically, the category 
White has been the moral opposite of non-White categories. There is noth
ing inherent in Whiteness that produces such a difference; other groups may 
make racial assignments that simultaneously define and positively value 
their own races. The simple fact is that in much of the world's recent his
tory, Whites have been more likely than others to have the power to make 
racial assignments, to organize·· social life in racial terms, and to define and 
value the categories as they have seen fit. 

Finally, there is a further implication: The unworthiness attached to race 
is inherent. The miner's characterization of Malaya's races claimed they 
were so "by nature.'' 

Thus, in the modern European conception, Whites represented the norm, 
and others were just that-Other. The norm was taken for granted; "the 
white Western self as a racial being has for the most part remained unex
amined and unnamed" (Frankenberg 1993:17). Its normality has been 
assumed. Otherness, thanks to the power that Europeans exercised, was 
racially marked and defined, which is characteristic of racial classification 
systems. "Others" are uncivilized or pagan or incapable; perhaps more 
physical and less intellectual or less cultured; and closer to nature, less fully 
realized in their humanness than those more fortunate in their racial 
makeup. Of course, in defining others, we implicitly define ourselves, if 
only through unspoken contrast. If "they" are evil, "we" must be good; if 
"they" are notable for their laziness or dim-wittedness or violence, it goes 
without saying that "we" are notable for the opposites. At the heart of 
racial identification lie the claims we wish to make about "them" and about 
how different "they" are from "us." 

Ethnicity usually escapes these burdens, although it is by no means 
immune to them. Like race, ethnicity may be an assigned identity. That is, 
it may have its origins in the claims others make about us or we make about 
them. For example, Italian immigrants to the United States came not, in 
their own minds, as Italians, but as carriers of narrower regional identities: 
Neapolitans or Sicilians or Lucanians or something else. U.S. immigration 
officials and the larger public, however, saw them as Italians and so 
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classified them. Over time, Italian immigrants came to see themselves the 
same way and subsequently as Italian Americans (Alba 1985). At that 
point, they moved from an ethnic category (assigned an identity as Italian) 
to an ethnic group (asserting an identity as Italian American). Assignment 
thus may sow the seed of ethnicity by creating an ethnic category, but an 
ethnic group emerges only when that identity becomes part of the group's 
own self-concept. 

Assignment, however, is not necessary to ethnicity, which often has its 
origins in assertion, in the claims groups make about themselves instead of 
the claims others make about them. The people known for a long time as 
Eskimos in Alaska and northern Canada have joined hands with others of 
the northernmost peoples around the globe and call themselves Inuit. They 
assert their own commonality, rooted in history, culture, and kinship, tran
scending national borders. As this case suggests, ethnicitis primary concern 
is as often identifying ourselves a~ it is identifying and classifying others 
(Eder et al. 2002; Nagel 1994). 

In fact, this process of self-construction-"self" in this case referring to the 
collective or group-is not only a common characteristic of ethnicity but also 
part of what makes some races at one and the same time ethnic groups. 
Ethnic and racial categories may be delineated first by others, but when 
groups begin to fill those categories with their own content, telling their own 
histories in their own ways and putting forth their own claims to what their 
identities signify, then they are engaged in a classical process of constructing 
ethnicity. When a racial group sets out to construct its own version of its 
identity, it makes itself both a race and an ethnic group at once. 

Such typically ethnic activities are usually bound up in social interests 
and power relations. Ethnicity, like race, is often linked to power and 
wealth. Subsequent chapters will show that the origins of both ethnic and 
racial identities are frequently to be found in conflicts of various kinds, in 
struggles over scarce resources such as land or jobs or status or power. 
Ethnic identities also emerge or become important sometimes in an effort-
unattached to concrete material interests or assertions of power-simply to 
make sense of the differences among persons in complex situations. They 
may also emerge during people's search for identities that can provide them 
with meaning, that can make them feel a part of some manageable com
munity of sentiment and cultural heritage. The links between ethnicity and 
power, therefore, are more context dependent than are those between 
power and race. Power is almost invariably an aspect of race; it may or may 
not be an aspect of ethnicity. 

As for moral worth, ethnicity certainly makes such claims often enough. 
For example, the historian George Fredrickson (2002) suggests that virulent 



32 Ethnicity and Race 

forms of racism, such as the German anti-Semitism that led to the 
Holocaust, are essentially an aggressive and exclusionary form of the self
assertion of a collective identity based upon presumed kinship that we have 
referred to here as ethnicity. Such cases show that ethnicity can be as 
destructive in its claims of differential worth as any racial designation, 
but this kind of malignancy is less common to ethnic identification. 
Ethnocentrism-a belief in the normality and superiority of one's own peo
ple and their ways of doing things-is a common aspect of ethnic identity, 
but ethnocentrism is generally focused inward and is less virulent than tne 
assumption of inherent, biologically based inferiority and superiority typi
cally attacned to race and racism. This difference may be one reason why 
the older and broader usage of the term race in the social sciences, as in 
Robert Park's use of the term to refer to Slavs or Portuguese or Jews or 
Puerto Ricans as well as Africans or Asians, was gradually displaced by eth
nic group, which carries less implication than race does of some essential, 
unchangeable difference and of rigidity in the stratification of groups. 

Commonalities of Ethnicity and Race 

If these two forms of collective identity, race and ethnicity, are so differ
ent, why do we link them in this book? In fact, they share a great deal. For 
one thing, common usage-both among scholars and in the society at 
large-tends to link them and often to confuse them. For example, some 
students of U.S. immigration have had a highly charged debate over which 
of the two terms is the more appropriate analytical category for immigrant 
populations (see, for example, Forrer 2000; Gjerde 1999; Portes 1997; 
Sanchez 1999). Race and ethnicity are indeed linked, but they should not 
be confused. 

Second, both ethnicity and race are products of interaction between 
diverse populations. Such situations pose certain questions for the popula
tions involved, questions that typically include the conceptual (What are the 
important differences between "us" and "them," and what is the signifi
cance of this interaction?); the material (What are the implications of this 
encounter for the welfare of the group, and how can it be turned to our 
material advantage?); and the political (How can we control the situation 
in which we find ourselves?). Both ethnicity and race are products of the 
efforts groups make to effectively answer these questions. 

Third, both ethnicity and race are commonly held to be "natural" cate
gories, based on common descent or origin, on one hand, and on system
atic physical differences, on the other. In fact, both are elastic. Both depend 
far more on the claims people make about one another or themselves than 
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on any physical or genealogical differences. We say "held to be" natural 
because although characteristics such as kinship or physiology appear to be 
natural or inherent, their uses in defining groups are fundamentally arbi
trary. How many generations back must we go to find a connection before 
descent ceases to be "common"? To what does "common origin" refer
the same county or province? The same country? The same region of the 
world? How much physical diversity can one race contain before thecate
gory ceases to make any sense at all? 

The answers people make to these questions in any particular situation 
are social conventions, driven by culture and social circumstance, not by 
any inherent attribute of the groups involved. They may refer to classes of 
"natural" characteristics-blood ties or biology or place of origin-but the 
specific identities they describe-Kurd or Afrikaner or Croat or Mexican 
American or Black-are not in any meaningful sense "natural," for the 
boundaries that mark them are a:r;bitrarily chosen. Both ethnicity and race, 
in other words, are social constructions. 

Fourth, and most important, race and ethnicity often overlap. Ethnicity 
refers to perceived common ancestry, the perception of a shared history of 
some sort, and shared symbols of peoplehood. Race refers to a group of 
human beings socially defined on the basis of physical characteristics. A 
human group might well meet both sets of criteria at once. The identifica
tion of common physical characteristics often also involves a claim to some 
form of shared ancestry; groups making such a claim typically assert a dis
tinctive history as well and may signify their peoplehood in culturally dis
tinctive ways. Likewise, numerous ethnic groups have been described at 
times as physically distinct and explicitly as races: as short, dark, swarthy, 
stupid-looking, primitive, noble, animal-like, and so on. At such times, they 
fit the definition of racial groups. Definitionally, in other words, there is 
nothing that says that a race cannot be an ethnic group, or vice versa. 

What is more, a group may move from one category to another over time. 
To the English of the 18th and much of the 19th centuries, the Irish, although 
the same color as the English, were a distinctly inferior race. A Cambridge 
University historian of the period (quoted in Hechter 1975) captured the 
assigned racial inferiority of the Irish perfectly, writing of his visit to Ireland: 

I am haunted by the human chimpanzees I saw along that hundred miles of hor
rible country .... I believe there are not only many more of them than of old, 
but they are happier, better, more comfortably fed and lodged under our rule 
than they ever were. But to see white chimpanzees is dreadful; if they were 
black, one would not feel it so much, but their skins except where tanned by 
exposure, are as white as ours. (P. xvi) 
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The racial status of early Irish immigrants to the United States was a mat
ter of debate. "In the early years, Irish were frequently referred to as 'niggers 
turned inside out'; the Negroes, for their part, were sometimes called 'smoked 
Irish,' an appellation they must have found no more flattering than it was 
intended to be" (Ignatiev 1995:41). In the United States today, the Irish are 
no longer assigned a distinct racial identity, but are clustered with other 
European Americans in the racial category, White. At the same time, in stan
dard ethnic fashion, they have laid claim to an Irish American identity that 
fits easily within the definition of ethniciry. 

The Irish were not the only group of people whose racial status changed 
over time. Different portions of U.S. society have viewed Jews, Italians, and 
Latinos as both White and non-White at different times (Frankenberg 1993; 
Sacks 1994). Certainly Jewish and Italian Americans are generally viewed 
today as ethnic groups; Latinos straddle the divide, being both a race, in 
some common understandings, and an ethnic group. 

American Blacks also fit both defmitions. They are held by others and 
often by themselves to be members of a distinct race, identified primarily by 
skin color and other bodily features. At the same time, they have also 
become an ethnic group, a self-conscious population that defines itself 
partly in terms of common descent (Mrica as homeland), a distinctive his
tory (slavery in particular), and a broad set of cultural symbols (from lan
guage to expressive culture) that are held to capture much of the essence of 
their peoplehood. When they lay claim to an identity of their own making 
and meaning and when they act on the basis of that identity, they are act
ing as an ethnic group. 

The case of African Americans draws attention to two different but sim
ilar processes: racialization and ethnicization. Racialization is the process 
by which groups of persons come to be classified as races.3 Put more pre
cisely, it is the process by which certain bodily features or asswned bio
logical characteristics are used systematically to mark certain persons for 
differential status or treatment. U.S. society has racialized African 
Americans, American Indians, Asians, Latinos, and an assortment of others 
at one time or another; South Mrican society has racialized Blacks, 
Coloureds, and Asian Indians; other societies have done similar things. 
Each case has a history that traces the establishment of the category, the 
assignment of certain persons to it, the development of codes of behavior 
for dealing with those persons, and a set of statuses assigned to them. 
Throughout much of the history of the American South since slavery, for 
example, Blacks continued to be assigned low status in the social order and 
were systematically disadvantaged in jobs, social resources, and politics. A 
code of racial etiquette directed Whites to treat Blacks as inferiors and 
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directed Blacks to act deferentially toward Whites. All of these are aspects 
of racialization. 

Less obvious is the less explicit rac.ialization of Whites. In establishing 
the category non· White, ·u.s. society also established-at least implicitly
the category White, assigned certain persons to it, and assigned a distinct 
set of statuses to that category and its occupants. At first, prior to the 
founding of the United States, the English, Dutch, and a few others were 
virtually alone in the category, but as other peoples came to America, the 
dominant society included many of them in the category White. Some 
European groups, such as the Irish, Italians, and some Jews, were not das· 
sified as Whites at first, but that changed. Even some Hispanics were das· 
sified as Whites for a time. 

Ethnicization is the making of an ethnic group. It is the process by which 
a group of persons comes to see,itself as a distinct group linked by bonds 
of kinship or their equivalents, by a, shared history, and by cultural symbols 
that represent, in Schermerhorn's ter:ms, the "epitome" of their peoplehood. 
It is a coming to consciousness of particular kinds of bonds: the making of 
a people. 

Racialization and ethnicization yield different products, but they are sim'
ilar in that they both organize society into distinctive kinds of groups. They 
are also at times related. It is in part the racialization of Blacks in the United 
States that led to their ethnicization: By categorizing them as different and 
treating them as such, U.S. society-and White Americans in particular
laid the foundations for a sense of peoplehood that cut across the diverse 
origins of the African American population and led eventually to Blacks' 
assertions of a distinct identity. Not all cases of racialization lead to 
ethnicization, and not all ethnic groups originate in racialization, but the 
two processes are often linked, and the products they yield may overlap. 

Figure 2.1 depicts this overlap. It indicates that some groups may be eth· 
nic groups, best described by the list on the left, and others may be races, 
best described by the list on the right. Some may fit both descriptions, being 
races and ethnic groups at once. 

Nationalism and Belonging 

One other term needs our attention before we leave definitions behind: 
nationalism. We often think of race and ethnicity as referring to subnational 
affiliations that take shape within and are played out against the boundaries 
of the modern nation-state (cf. Spickard 2005), although the growth of dias
poric and transnational identities in recent decades has complicated that 
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•Identity is based on putative common 
descent, claims of shared history, and 
symbols of peoplehood 

• Identity may originate in either 
assignment by others or assertion 
by selves 

•Identity may or may not reflect power 
relations 

• Identity may or may not Imply Inherent 
differences in worth 

• Identity usually constructed by both 
selves and others 

Figure 2.1 Definitional Distinctions 

• Identity is based on perceived physical 
differences 

• Identity typically originates in assignment 
by others 

• Identity typically reflects power relations 

• Identity implies inherent differences 
in worth 

• Identity is constructed by others (at point 
of self-construction, group becomes 
ethnic group as well as race) 

assumption. In any case, nationalism itself is a form of collective identifica
tion and belonging, one that actually shares a great deal with ethnicity. 

Nationalism or nationness, writes Edward LiPuma (1997:36), "is a genre 
of claims, understandings, and grounds for recognizing, promoting, and 
legitimizing peoplehood, identity, and sovereignty." At the core of nation
alism lie three themes: autonomy, unity, and identity (Hutchinson and 
Smith 1994:4-5). Nationalism typically involves the effort by a people to 
determine their own destiny and free themselves from external constraint, 
to overcome internal divisions and unite, and to express their sense of them
selves and their cultural heritage. The first of these themes, autonomy, 
most clearly distinguishes nationalism from ethnicity. "A crucial difference 
between ethnkities and nations," writes Craig Calhoun (1993), "is that the 
latter are envisioned as intrinsically political communities, as sources of 
sovereignty, while this is not central to the definition of ethnicities" 
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(p. 229}. Nationalism is, most importantly, a political sentiment and move
ment. But its claims are typically based on assertions of peoplehood and 
common cultural heritage and on an appeal to the past, to blood ties, and 
to shared understandings and practices that supposedly set the group apart 
from other groups. These identity claims link nationalism and ethnicity 
together. Ethnic groups-either established or emergent-who seek distinct 
corporate rights for the group as a whole within an encompassing state or 
who seek a substantial degree of political autonomy (which may or may not 
include independent statehood) are claiming status as nations, and their 
effortS can be described rightly as nationalist (Brass 1991). This apartness 
justifies, in the nationalist vision, the claim to self-determination. The sep
aratist movement in the Canadian province of Quebec, for example, which 
seeks to establish Quebec as a separate state, sees itself as the protector of 
a society and people with a very different heritage from that of English
speaking Canadians and therefore with the right to determine their own 
future. 

The linking of ethnicity and statehood has amply demonstrated its dan
gers. As we argued in Chapter 1, the organization of power along lines of 
presumed blood relationships lay at the heart of some of the 20th century's 
most gruesome and destructive conflicts. But not all nationalism is based on 
preexisting ethnic ties. Some nationalist movements try to create or enhance 
common identities where they did not exist before or were of little pro
minence in people's lives, and do so without reference to shared blood, 
although they may invoke kinship as a metaphor. Much of the task of 
nation builders is to forge links across cultural and identity boundaries. 
France, whose identity as a nation we today take for granted, is the prod
uct of a long historical effort to build a sense of common fate and common 
culture among diverse people over a vast expanse who had little sense of 
being part of a French nation and whose identities were more likely to be 
tied to villages or other localities (Bel12001; Weber 1979). 

Just as striking is the case of the United States, which has engaged in 
more than two centuries of effort to construct a surprisingly widespread 
sense of peoplehood among an ethnically and racially diverse population. 
Some have argued that ethnic ties have been replaced, in the American case 
and various others, by political commitments. In what has come to be called 
"civic nationalism" (Ignatieff 1993; Kohn 1944, 1994}, Americans form "a 
community of equal, rights-bearing citizens united in patriotic attachment 
to a shared set of political practices and values" (Ignatieff 1993:5). The 
political culture of the nation becomes its source of solidarity. Such, at least, 
is the civic ideal. But while American civic nationalism has achieved a 
remarkable degree of success, it is by no means fully accomplished. It has 
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stumbled repeatedly over its reluctance to include various non-White 
populations in the peoplehood it imagines and over its insistence that they 
accept a European heritage as their own. The question "Who truly belongs 
to the nation?" is a particularly loaded question in a society as diverse as 
the United States, where rich histories of political liberalism and immigra
tion repeatedly rub up against a reality in which some racial and cultural 
heritages are granted pride of place. This struggle between civic and racial 
nationalisms, argues historian Gary Gerstle (2001), was one of the striking 
characteristics of 20th-century America, and it has not gone away. 

This struggle is also by no means limited to the United States. No mat
ter how open, accessible, and principled they appear, civic forms of nation
alism almost inevitably privilege-or come to privilege-certain cultural or 
ethnic forms and practices, even certain ancestries, over others (see Janmaat 
2006). They do so not least in their effortS to establish a common set of 
understandings capable of. sustaining national identity and commitment. 
Whose understandings, which pieces of which cultural heritages, and whose 
political culture will become the core set of ideas within the nationalism 
that is being built? Add to that the institutional apparatus, concentration of 
resources, and claims to sovereignty and self-determination that set nation
alism apart from ethnicity, and it isn't hard to see how identities shaped 
around nations, however civic in conception, sometimes take on ethnocen
tric, xenophobic, or racialized characteristics.4 Indeed, some scholars have 
argued that the modern concept of nation-so intimately bound up with 
colonialism, imperialism, and slavery-emerged hand-in-hand with the idea 
of race, implicitly positioning civilized nations against uncivilized, undiffer
entiated "Others" (Goldberg 2002; Mills 1997; Stoler 2002; see also Manzo 
1996; Marx 1998). 

What links nationalism, even in its supposedly civic form, to ethnicity (or 
race) is, first, the assertion of a common identity based on a cultural core 
capable of constituting peoplehood and, second, the dynamics of social con
struction that are part and parcel of the nationalist enterprise. What distin
guishes it from ethnicity is its political agenda and institutional apparatus. 

Conclusion 

Ethnicity and race are the main subjects of this book; however, our interest 
·in race is largely, although not entirely, in seeing races as ethnic groups-that 
is, as self-conscious collective actors in social life and social relations. The rea
son for this focus is embedded in our own constructionist perspective on these 
topics, which is laid out in detail in Chapter 4. We are concerned generally 
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with the ways that historical events, social relationships, and human action 
come together to create or construct identities that have substantive conse
quences in peoples lives and with how those identities are reproduced, main
tained, and transformed. Our primary concern, in other words, is with 
transformations in consciousness, culture, and social structure and with how 
those transformations occur in history and through social interactions. 

This preoccupation points us toward an analytical perspective rooted in 
ethnicity. Stuart Hall (1992), who has offered some of the most interest
ing scholarly analyses of race and ethnicity, argues that collective identity 
and experience are not givens, but "are constructed historically, culturally, 
politically-and the concept which refers to this is 'ethnicity.' The term eth
nicity acknowledges the place of history, language and culture in the con
struction of subjectivity and identity" (p. 257). Race, in its colloquial usage 
at least, implies a naturalness th~t is difficult to overcome. Of course, it is 
just this presumed naturalness or 'taken-for-grantedness that allows race, in 
particular, to play such a powerful role in legitimating and rationalizing 
social hierarchies and inequalities. 

Ethnicity, on the other hand, more readily conveys something variable 
and changing and, in its emphasis on self-consciousness, emphasizes the 
participation of groups in the construction, reproduction, and transforma
tion of their own identities. Our interest in how groups make themselves
out of the resources they have available to them and in dialogue with how 
other people perceive them-therefore inclines us to place ethnicity at the 
center of our inquiry. The danger in doing so is that the emphasis on agency 
and choice that typically accompanies the study of ethnicity can blind us to 
the structural constraints-the power inequalities and social hierarchies-
that play so critical a role in the study of race and profoundly shape the 
construction of all identities. In short, an ethnic perspective alone will 
surely be inadequate to the analytical task. 

These issues urge us to move from simply defining ethnicity and race to 
a search for tools that can help us understand them. The next two chapters 
offer an analytical framework designed to embrace both concepts and to 
account for their continuing power.5 

Notes 

1. A full genealogical study of the popular and scholarly uses of these terms has 
yet to be written (but for a start, in the American case, see Hanam 2004). However, 
at least in American history and culture, the language of race long predominated, 
providing a common lexicon of social differentiation. When ethnic terms began to 
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emerge in the early part of the 20th century, as Roediger (2002) points out, they did 
so largely in discussions of nationality and immigration-and race. 

2. There are exceptions to this. For example, popular perception sometimes 
focuses on differences-and their effects-within the Black population of the United 
States, in particular between West Indian immigrants and their descendants, on one 
hand, and American Blacks, on the other. See the discussions in Foner (1987), 
Gladwell (1996), Kasinitz (1992), St. Louis (2005), and Waters (1999). 

3. Racialization is also used to talk about how certain topics and issues, such 
as crime and welfare, become associated with specific racial groups and stereotypes. 
See, for example, Gilens (1996) and Mendelberg (2001). 

4. Nadya Nedelsky (2003) examines the tension between civic intent and the 
treatment of minorities in a fascinating study of the postcommunist Czech Republic. 
While continuing discrimination against some minority populations indicates a fail
ure to realize the Republic's ambitions, she argues (among other things) that an 
explicitly civic constitutional framework "provides the basis for demands that the 
government and citizenry res~ct and protect civic equality" (p. 107). 

5. Readers familiar with Michael Omi and Howard Winant's Racial 
Formation in the United States (1994) will have noted that we depart significantly 
from their conception of ethnicity, which they limit theoretically and empirically to 
a concern with assimilation and to the experience of the United States. Although we 
have learned much from their powerful treatment of race, we find their discussion 
of ethnicity narrow, leaving out as it does a vast sociological and anthropological 
literature that considers ethnic phenomena not only in the United States, but around 
the world; pursues very different theoretical agendas, including concerns with col
lective identity and action; and makes no assumption that assimilation is a necessary 
or even common aspect of ethnic processes. 




