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172 The Meaning of Race

However, Southall continues, ‘There is no evidence that the peoples of
Uganda - or for that matter the rest of Africa — could ever be so cate-
gorised, until the exigencies of colonial administration forced some of
these qualities upon them’.*® Wim van Bimsbergen similarly observes
that ‘Modern central African tribes are not so much survivals from a
pre-colonial past but largely colonial creations by colonial officers and
African intellectuals.”® Throughout Africa, Terence Ranger has ob-
served, ‘customary law, customary land-rights, customary political
structures and so on were in fact all invented by colonial codification’.”
The aim of colonial policy, Frantz Fanon has observed, was not so much
to destroy pre-existing cultural forms, as to mummify ‘native’ culture as
a form frozen in time, and thereby to deny its creative character:

The setting up of the colonial system does not of itself bring about the
death of the native culture. Historic observation reveals, on the con-
trary, that the aim sought is rather a continued agony than a total
disappearance of the pre-existing culture. This culture, once living and
open to the future, becomes closed, fixed in the colonial status, nmcm.rn
in the yoke of oppression. Both present and mummified, it testifies
against its members. It defines them without appeal . . . Thus we wit-
ness the setting up of archaic, inert institutions, functioning under the

oppressor’s supervision and patterned like a caricature of formerly
fertile institutions.s .

The plural outlook ignored the dynamic interplay of the various groups
making up colonial society, and-instead represented the products of their
mutual interaction as cultural forms created by autonomous segments of
society, each supposedly following its own particular path in isolation.
The social and economic cleavages caused by colonial rule, and the limits
“on social development imposed by colonial policy, were reread as the
fruits of such autonomous cultural development. Like racial theory,
plural theory provided an apology for social inequalities, portraying
them as the inevitable result of cultural differences.
In the interwar years the concept of a plural society was applied almost
exclusively to colonial states. Certainly some anthropologists were in-

clined to see plural forms in Western nations. According to Furnivall, for
example, i

one finds a plural society in the French provinces of Canada, where
two peoples are separated by race, language and religion, and an
English lad, brought up in an English school, has no contact with
French life; and in countries such as Ireland where, with little or no

difference of race or language, the people are sharply divided in their
religious allegiance.
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He added that:

Even where there is no difference of creed or colour, a community may
still have a plural character, as in Western Canada, where people of
different racial origin tend to live in distinct settlements and, for
example, a North European cannot find work on the railway, because
this is reserved for Dagoes or “Wops'.”°

In America, Horace Kallen coined the term ‘cultural pluralism’ to de-
scribe the way that different immigrants groups had integrated into
American society while also maintaining their particularist identity.”!
Such arguments, however, had little broader impact. Indeed, the idea of
a plural society was developed in contrast to.the concept of the ho-
mogenous nation-state, regarded as characteristic of Western Europe.
Kallen was an isolated figure in the interwar years, while Furnivall
himself considered ‘typically’ plural societies to be ‘tropical depend-
encies where the rulers and the ruled are of different races’.”

In the years following the Second World War, however, the concept of
a plural society became applied in an increasingly promiscuous way to
Western societies as ‘the notion of pluralism . .. passed into the anthro-
pologists’ lingua franca (or pidgin?) as a loose and apparently useful
descriptive term for labelling all multi-ethnic societies’”® Not just an-
thropological but sociological and political discourse now appropriated
the concept of a plural society. A currently popular sociological textbook
tells us that ‘virtually all modern societies are pluralistic to some ex-
tent’,”* while few politicians today would dissent from the view that
multiculturalism is a ‘good thing’.

The impact of mass immigration and the political context in which this
immigration took place combined to engineer this transformation.
Eleven million foreign workers came to Europe in the fifties and sixties,
encouraged by the economic boom. One in seven of all manual workers
in Britain and West Germany today originally entered as immigrants. In
France and Belgium a quarter of the industrial workforce is of foreign
origin. Switzerland’s foreign population rose from 90 000 in 1950 to over
one million (16 per cent of its population) by 1973.”

The political context in which this mass immigration occurred was an
ambiguous one. On the one hand, immigrants were seen as ‘different’ or
alien, a view that, as we saw in Chapter 1, was promoted by the domi-
nant ‘race relations’ paradigm. The racialisation of immigration height-
ened the sense of the heterogeneity of society. On the other hand, in the
liberal climate of the postwar years, racial arguments could not be
openly expressed. Pluralism provided a language through which to
understand social differences without having to refer to the discredited
discourse of race. It provided both a sense of continuity with prewar

s



174 The Mceaning of Race

racial discourse and a means of asserting the aversion to racism that
exemplified the postwar years.

Key to such an ambiguous use of pluralism has been the presentation
of social differences in terms neither of culture nor of race but of ethnicity.
‘Ethnicity’ is a peculiarly postwar word. The Oxford English Dictionary
gives a first recorded usage in 1953. In fact the American Chicago school
of social anthropologists had used the term in the forties, but Nathan
Glazer and Daniel Moynihan, writing in the mid-seventies, could still
claim that “ethnicity seems to be a new term’.® Malcolm Chapman observes
that both the terms ‘ethnic” and ‘ethnicity’ came into use in the postwar
period as ‘the discourse of race became very properly self-conscious about
the employment of its central terms during the 1930s and 1940s".7

Huxley and Haddon first suggested that ‘race’ should be replaced by
‘ethnic group’ in their influential book, We Europeans. As we saw in
Chapter 4, Huxley and Haddon were not so much opposed to the con-
cept of racial differences as to its political uses, particularly by Nazi
Germany. Introducing the term ‘ethnic group’ in place of ‘race’, they
suggested, would remove the political connotations of racial difference,
and allow social distinctions to be studied in a neutral, value-free
fashion. In the postwar years ethnicity has indeed come to replace race

as a politically acceptable means of describing social differences. In
contemporary discourse, a ‘plural’ society is generally considered to be a
‘multiethnic’ one. As Anthony Giddens puts it, ‘Plural societies are those
in which there are several large ethnic groupings, involved in the same
‘political and economic order but otherwise largely distinct from one
another’.”® ; ; .

Like race, ethnicity is a term that is used in a fairly promiscuous way,
without there ever being a consensus as to its meaning, and there con-
tinue to be fierce debates among sociologists and anthropologists as
what exactly ethnicity is. However, there is a general sense that if race
describes differences created by imputed biological distinctions, eth-
nicity refers to differences with regard to cultural distinctions. Sandra
Wallman has noted that in ordinary discourse, the distinction between
race and ethnicity is akin to the distinction between immutable and
mutable differences: ;

The word ‘race’ is still used when the speaker wishes to indicate
objective and immutable differences between human groups and indi-
viduals, ie it continues to denote difference that seems to be immutable.
In the same popular language, ethnicity . . . implies a degree of choice
and a possibility for change which ‘race’ precludes>

The same distinction between race and ethnicity is reproduced in aca-

- demic and political discourse too. The anthropologist M. G. Smith, for
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instance, distinguishes between ‘race relations” and ‘mnr....mn _..m_mzos.mc
‘reserving the first term for relations between peoples of differing nmﬂm_
stock and the second for relations between people of the same racial
stock who feel themselves, and are felt by others, to differ m”r:_nm__x cw
virtue of their differing descent and culture’. ‘Unlike ethnic identity’,
Smith continues, ‘racial identity and/or difference is immutable, mani-
fest and nermally unambiguous in multiracial uonmmmmm and contexts’. By
comparison, ‘ethnicity is generally latent and situational in its asser-
tion”.® John Rex, whose approach to the study of race _..m_nao:m is in
contrast to that of Smith and who acknowledges that neither race nor
ethnicity has any objective reality, nevertheless also uses the term ‘eth-
nicity’ to describe ‘race relations situations’ in which group differences
are seen in terms of culture or behaviour rather than physical appear-
ance® Milton Yinger delineates an ethnic group as being defined by
three conditions:

[A] segment of a larger society is seen by others to be &mmnmw.n..:- some
combination of the following characteristics - language, religion, race
and ancestral homeland with its related culture; the members also
perceive themselves in that way; and they participate in mrmgma.
activities built around their (real or mythical) common origin and
culture.®

Similarly, Giddens argues that ‘ethnicity refers to n:._z._wm_._unmnn.—nmm and
outlooks that distinguish a given community of people’:

Members of ethnic groups see themselves as culturally distinct from
other groupings in a society, and are seen by those others to be so.
Many different characteristics may serve to distinguish ethnic groups
from one another, but the most usual are language, history or m;:nmm:.u..
(real or imagined), religion, and styles of dress or adornment.”

Both these definitions are tautological: an ethnic group is =.S~ which is
defined as an ethnic group. But their very utility rmm in their ”m—”:o_mmw.
Defining ethnicity in this fashion allows us to divide humanity into
discrete groups without feeling the taint of racial ﬁmo_omu.“ Ethnicity
does away with objective, biological distinctions E.-n_ :..mnmma :.._.noacnmm
subjective, cultural differences. As Giddens puts it, ‘Ethnic differences
are wholly learned, a point which seems self-evident :mi we ..mBm_w__umn
how often some such groups have been _.mmmama.mm born to rule” or,
alternatively, have been seen as “unintelligent”, innately _mn.w. m...n S0
forth’* Ethnicity is defined through learned or cultural criteria and
boundaries between ethnic groups are fluid. Yet in actual :mm..:..m con-
cept of ethnicity is not so different from that of race. When, for instance,
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