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the fatherland, or of Mother Russia, or of the “children” of Africa. Ethnic-
ity 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 1985, 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 group is self-consciously ethnic, its
self-consciousness often has its source in outsiders. The identity that oth-
ers 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. Indeed, outsiders’ conceptions of us may be a major
influence leading to our own self-consciousness as an ethnic population.
Others may assign to us an ethnic identity, 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 is externally defined, but
the ethnic group is internally defined (Jenkins 1994).

It also should 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 are equally ethnic. The mode or idiom of identi-
fication makes them so.

Finally, ethnicity is a matter of contrast. 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 claims we make about ourselves and them, that “we” share some-
thing 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 conceptually an
isolate.

Ethnicity, then, is identificativ.. in ethnic terms—that is, in the terms
outlined above. An ethnic identity is an identity conceived in such terms.
A population or social collectivity may be simply an ethnic category, as-
signed an ethnic identity by outsiders. Once that identity becomes sub-
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anmﬁTEﬁ is, once that population sees itself in ethnic terms, perhaps
In response to the identity outsiders assign to it—it becomes an ethnic

S Correl / g&? 92

The Definition of Race

What about race? Are races ethnic groups? Consider Black 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 so-
ciety to talk about races, race relations, and racial conflict as if we had a
clear 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 a long 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 racés are inconsistent and typically
insignificant. This has made it difficult to figure out what a race, con-
ceived in terms of human biology, actually is. In fact, biologists, physical
anthropologists, 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 centuries, scholars of one stripe or another from various
countries tried to specify the number of races in the world.

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
thirty-six; Huxley had four; Topinard had nineteen under three headings;
Desmoulins had sixteen “species”; Deniker had seventeen races and thirty
types. (Gossett 1963:82)

Qmm-.?no:mmuhnmnmmmaﬁmEmnmw:nmmsnsc.ﬂ_umnomrcﬂwbnmnmmrmm
been elusive.

The federal government of the United States has been anything but
consistent in its own classifications. In 1870, according to historian Paul
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Spickard (1992:18), 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
understanding: White, Black, and Other.” By the 1990s, federal programs,
responding more to the demands of varicus groups than to any biological
theory, required various public and private entities to report racial data
using, once again, five categories, but they were different from the 1870
ones: White, Black, Asian, Hispanic, and Indian.

Other societies have made other choices. For a long time, the South

:..4  African government recognized four races: White, African, Colored, and

Asian. In many parts of Brazil, the history of which includes widespread
mixing among Europeans, Africans, and the indigenous Indians, people
more or less gave up on the notion of distinct races and instead estab-
lished a set of sometimes overlapping categories that recognize varying
degrees of racial mixture, usually determined by an individual’s appear-
ance and ranging from the lightest complexions to the darkest.

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 E&c%n&q distinct ::Bmﬁ races owes more _o vo—uEmu nn__.E.m and
historical. It manmmn_ oEmSm:% in the extended encounter between Euro-
pean 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 themselves, Europe-
ans concluded that these superficial differences were surely indicators of
much more fundamental differences as well. This conclusion helped
them Justify their efforts to colonize, enslave, and even exterminate cer-
tain of those peoples. Europeans came to believe that races are in fact
distinct and identifiable human (and some of them, in the extreme ver-
sion, nonhuman) groups; that there are systematic, inherited, biological
differences among races; and that the non-White races are innately infe-
rior to Whites—that is, to Europeans (Jordan 1968).

Systematic physiological differences among many human groups are
obvious. Skin color is only one example. Deciding which of these physi-
ological differences should serve as a racial marker is a complicated pro-
cess. Racial boundaries turn out to be messy. For one thing, the distribu-
tion of human physical characteristics, aided by millennia of mixing
among human communities, is persistently irregular. Blood types, hair
textures, skin colors, and body forms all vary, sometimes dramatically,
not only between populations we often think of as racially distinct but
within them as well. In fact, the extent of genetic variation among indi-
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viduals within supposed racial groups typically exceeds the variation be- a
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erage, 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 wwww_mﬁzmw apparent, but
they seldom are. It would be easier likewise if some set of characteristic
physical distinctions were correlated consistently with some set of char-
acteristic 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 par-
ticular way of dividing up and identifying races of human beings are at
best modest. As geneticist Richard Lewontin and his colleagues point out
(Lewontin, Rose, and Kamin 1984:126-27),

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 between major “racial” categories, no matter how defined, turn
out to be small. Human “racial” differentiation is, indeed, only skin deep.

As a result, most contemporary scholars dismiss the entire 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 mﬁ\
popular mind, a basis of social action, a foundation of government policy,
and often a justification for distinctive treatment of one group by another.
Despite the paucity of scientific support, human beings tend to assume
racial categories and to take them seriously. 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. They are
social constructs. As geneticist James King remarks (1981:156), “Both
what constitutes a race and how one recognizes a racial difference are
nn_wc_..m_wv. nu_.m-d.__bnn We decide that certain physical characteristics—
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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 inter-
pret experience, to form social relations, and to organize individual and
collective action. In other words, the categories become important only
when we decide they have particular meanings and act on those mean-
ings. The characteristics that are the basis of the categories, however,
have no 572.&.: significance. We m:_aw them meaning, and in the process
we create races.

" We can define a race, then, as a human group defined Uw itself or oth-
ers as distinct by virtue of perceived common physical characteristics that
are held to be inherent. A race is a group of human beings socially defined
on the basis of physical characteristics. Determining which characteristics
constitute the race—the selection of markers and therefore the construc-
tion of the racial category itself—is a choice human beings make. Neither
markers nor categories are predetermined by any biological factors.

These processes of selection and construction are seldom the work of
a moment. Racial categories are historical products ang are often con-
tested. In one famous case from the early 1980s, a ﬁoEm na woman went
to court to dispute the state’s conclusion that she was Black, claiming a
White racial identity. The state’s argument was that her ancestry was at
least 1 \ 32nd ..menoa which, according to state law, meant she was Black
(Dominguez 1986). The law had roots in the long UGSQ 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 gener-
ally consider a person who is 1/32 Japanese or Dutch to be Japanese or
Dutch, but “one drop” of Black blood has long been considered sufficient
for racial categorization.

The woman in Louisiana lost her case (although the law eventually
was changed), but her story underlines the point made by Michael Omi
and Howard Winant (1994) in their path-breaking study of race in the
United States: Racial categories are not natural categories that human be-
ings discover; on the contrary, they are “created, inhabited, transformed,

and destroyed” by human action and are, :.ﬁnmmcum. preeminently social

products (p. 55). They change over time as people struggle to establish
them, overcome them, assign other people to them, escape them, inter-
pret them, and so on. The outcomes of those struggles often have enor-
mous consequences for the individuals involved, but it is not biology that
determines who will suffer and why. People determine what the catego-
ries 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,
sometimes no. Ethnicity and race are not the same, but they are not mu-
tually exclusive categories either. They sometimes overlap. In short, races
may be but are not necessarily ethnic groups. In the following two sub-
sections, 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 races very differently from ethnic groups, and
the differences have been crucial. In the United States, for example, al-
though some ethnic groups have been privileged over others at various
times in history, Whiteness—a racial category—consistently has been
privileged over non-Whiteness, with persons 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, with often
devastating consequences. The racial boundary that White society his-
torically has drawn around itself has excluded different groups at differ-
ent times. Along with Black, Asian, Latino, 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 (Ignatiev 1995; Sacks 1994). Both
struggled to alter the perception, knowing all too well the costs of being
non-White in the eyes of Whites. .

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
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Assignment thus may sow the seed of ethnicity by creating an ethnic cate-
gory, 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 oth-
ers om the 50&.59802 peoples mnocbn_ the m_o_um m:n call themselves
.—.m_mm?? transcending national borders. As this case suggests, ethnicity’s
primary concern is as often Hnmnua:bm ourselves as identifying and clas-
sifying others.

In fact, this process of self-construction—“self” in this case referring
to the collective or group—not only is a common characteristic of ethnic-
ity but also is part of what makes some races at one and the same time
ethnic groups. Ethnic and racial categories may be delineated first by oth-
ers, 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 con-
struct its own version of its identity, it makes itself both race and ethnic
group at once.

Such typically ethnic activities are usually bound up in power rela-
tions. Ethnicity, like race, often is linked to power. Subsequent chapters
will show that the origins of both ethnic and racial identities frequently
are to be found in conflicts of various kinds, in struggles over scarce re-
sources such as land or jobs or status or power. Ethnic identities also
emerge or become important sometimes in an effort—unattached to con-
crete material interests or assertions of power—simply to make sense of
the differences among persons in complex situations. They also may
emerge during people’s search for identities that can provide them with
meaning, that can make them feel a part of some manageable community
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. Ethnocentrism—a belief in the normality and superiority of
one’s own people and their ways of doing things—is a common aspect of
ethnic identity, but ethnocentrism is generally less virulent than is the
assumption of inherent, biologically based inferiority and superiority
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typically attached to race. 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—gradually was displaced by
ethnic group, which carries less implication than race does of some essen-
tial, unchangeable difference.

Commonalities of Ethnicity and Race

If these two forms of collective identity—race and ethnicity—are so dif-
ferent, 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. They 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 popu-
lations involved, questions that typically include the conceptual (What
are the important differences between us and them, and what is the sig-
nificance 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 situ-
ation in which we find ourselves?). Ethnicity and race both 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 sys-
tematic physical differences, on the other. In fact, both are elastic. Both
depend far more on the claims people make about one another or them-
selves than on any physical or genealogical difference. We say “held to
be” natural because, although characteristics such as kinship or physiol-
ogy appear to be natural or inherent, their uses in defining groups are
fundamentally arbitrary. How many mﬂ.m..mcosm back must we go to find
a connection before descent ceases to be “common”? To what does “com-
mon 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 the category ceases to make any sense at all?

The answers people make to these questions in any particular situ-
ation 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 ori-
gin—but the specific identities they describe—Kurd or Afrikaner or
Croat or Mexican American or Black—are not in any meaningful sense

; 2y




“natural,” for the boundaries that mark them are arbitrarily chosen. Both
ethnicity and race, in other words, are social constructions.

Fourth and most important, race and ethnicity often overlap. Ethnic-
ity refers to perceived common ancestry, the perception of a shared his-
tory of some sort, and shared symbols of peoplehood. Race refers to a
group of human beings socially defined on the basis of physical charac-
teristics. A human group might well meet both sets of criteria at once. The
identification of common physical characteristics often also involves a
claim to some form of shared ancestry; groups making such a claim typi-
cally claim a distinctive history as well and may signify their peoplehood
in culturally distinctive 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. Definition-
ally, 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 horrible 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)

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 ‘nig-
gers 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 standard ethnic fashion, they have laid claim to an Irish
American identity that fits easily within the definition of ethnicity.

The Irish were not the only group 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 ﬁmamnwm_.&m_.m
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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 definitions. 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 also have
become an ethnic group, a self-conscious population that defines itself in
part in terms of common descent (Africa as homeland), a distinctive his-
tory (slavery in particular), and a broad set of cultural symbols (from
language to expressive culture) that are held to capture much of the es-
sence 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 acting as an ethnic group. R A A e

The case of African Americans draws attention to two different but
similar processes: racialization and ethnicization. Racialization is the
process by which groups of persons come to be classified as races. Put
more precisely, it is the process by which certain bodily features or as-
sumed biological characteristics are used systematically to mark certain
persons for differential status or treatment. U.S. society has racialized
Blacks, American Indians, Asians, and Latinos to one degree or another;
South African society has racialized Blacks, Coloureds, and Asian Indi-
ans. Each case has a history that traces the establishment of the category,
the assignment of certain persons to it, the development of codes of be-
havior for dealing with those persons, and a set of statuses assigned to
them. Throughout much of the history of the American South since slay-
ery, 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 directed Blacks to act deferentially toward Whites. All of
these are aspects of racialization.

Less obvious is the less explicit racialization of Whites. In establishing
the category non-White, U.S. society also established 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 cate-
gory, 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 classified as Whites at first, but
that changed. Even some Hispanics were classified as Whites for a time.

Ethnicization is the miaking of an ethnic group. It is the process by
which a group of persons comes to see itself as a distinct group linked by
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