Optional Ethnicities: For Whites Only?
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What does it mean to talk about ethnicity as an option for an individual? To argue that an
individual has some degree of choice in their ethnic identity flies in the face of the commonsense notion
of ethnicity many of us believe in—that one’s ethnic identity is a fixed characteristic, reflective of blood
ties and given at birth. However, social scientists who study ethnicity have long concluded that while
ethnicity is based on a belief in a common ancestry, ethnicity is primarily a social phenomenon, not a
biological one (Alba 1985, 1990; Barth 1969; Weber [1921] 1968, p. 389). The belief that members of an
ethnic group have that they share a common ancestry may not be a fact. There is a great deal of change in
ethnic identities across generations through intermarriage, changing allegiances, and changing social
categories. There is also a much larger amount of change in the identities of individuals over their lives
than is commonly believed. While most people are aware of the phenomenon known as “passing”—
people raised as one race who change at some point and claim a different race as their identity— there are
similar life-course changes in ethnicity that happen all the time and are not given the same degree of
attention as racial passing.
White Americans of European ancestry can be described as having a great deal of choice in terms
of their ethnic identities. The two major types of options White Americans can exercise are (1) the option
of whether to claim any specific ancestry, or to just be “White” or American (Lieberson [1985] called
these people “unhyphenated Whites”) and (2) the choice of which of their European ancestries to choose
to include in their description of their own identities. In both cases, the option of choosing how to present
yourself on surveys and in everyday social interactions exists for Whites because of social changes and
societal conditions that have created a great deal of social mobility, immigrant assimilation, and political
and economic power for Whites in the United States. Specifically, the option of being able to not claim
any ethnic identity exists for Whites of European background in the United States because they are the
majority group—in terms of holding political and social power, as well as being a numerical majority.
The option of choosing among different ethnicities in their family backgrounds exists because the degree
of discrimination and social distance attached to specific European backgrounds has diminished over
time....
Symbolic Ethnicities for White Americans
What do these ethnic identities mean to people and why do they cling to them rather than just
abandoning the tie and calling themselves American? My own field research with suburban Whites in
California and Pennsylvania found that later-generation descendants of European origin maintain what are
called “symbolic ethnicities.” Symbolic ethnicity is a term coined by Herbert Gans (1979) to refer to
ethnicity that is individualistic in nature and without real social cost for the individual. These symbolic
identifications are essentially leisure-time activities, rooted in nuclear family traditions and reinforced by
the voluntary enjoyable aspects of being ethnic (Waters 1990). Richard Alba (1990) also found latergeneration Whites in Albany, New York, who chose to keep a tie with an ethnic identity because of the
enjoyable and voluntary aspects to those identities, along with the feelings of specialness they entailed.
An example of symbolic ethnicity is individuals who identify as Irish, for example, on occasions such as
Saint Patrick’s Day, on family holidays, or for vacations. They do not usually belong to Irish American
organizations, live in Irish neighborhoods, work in Irish jobs, or marry other Irish people. The symbolic
meaning of being Irish American can be constructed by individuals from mass media images, family
traditions, or other intermittent social activities. In other words, for later-generation White ethnics,
ethnicity is not something that influences their lives unless they want it to. In the world of work and
school and neighborhood, individuals do not have to admit to being ethnic unless they choose to. And for
an increasing number of European-origin individuals whose parents and grandparents have intermarried,
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the ethnicity they claim is largely a matter of personal choice as they sort through all of the possible
combinations of groups in their genealogies....
Race Relations and Symbolic Ethnicity
However much symbolic ethnicity is without cost for the individual, there is a cost associated
with symbolic ethnicity for the society. That is because symbolic ethnicities of the type described here are
confined to White Americans of European origin. Black Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian
Americans, and American Indians do not have the option of a symbolic ethnicity at present in the United
States. For all of the ways in which ethnicity does not matter for White Americans, it does matter for nonWhites. Who your ancestors are does affect your choice of spouse, where you live, what job you have,
who your friends are, and what your chances are for success in American society, if those ancestors
happen not to be from Europe. The reality is that White ethnics have a lot more choice and room for
maneuver than they themselves think they do. The situation is very different for members of racial
minorities, whose lives are strongly influenced by their race or national origin regardless of how much
they may choose not to identify themselves in terms of their ancestries.
When White Americans learn the stories of how their grandparents and great-grandparents
triumphed in the United States over adversity, they are usually told in terms of their individual efforts and
triumphs. The important role of labor unions and other organized political and economic actors in their
social and economic successes are left out of the story in favor of a generational story of individual
Americans rising up against communitarian, Old World intolerance, and New World resistance. As a
result, the “individualized” voluntary, cultural view of ethnicity for Whites is what is remembered.
One important implication of these identities is that they tend to be very individualistic. There is a
tendency to view valuing diversity in a pluralist environment as equating all groups. The symbolic ethnic
tends to think that all groups are equal; everyone has a background that is their right to celebrate and pass
on to their children. This leads to the conclusion that all identities are equal and all identities in some
sense are interchangeable—“I’m Italian American, you’re Polish American. I’m Irish American, you’re
African American.” The important thing is to treat people as individuals and all equally. However, this
assumption ignores the very big difference between an individualistic symbolic ethnic identity and a
socially enforced and imposed racial identity.
My favorite example of how this type of thinking can lead to some severe misunderstandings
between people of different backgrounds is from the Dear Abby advice column. A few years back a
person wrote in who had asked an acquaintance of Asian background where his family was from. His
acquaintance answered that this was a rude question and he would not reply. The bewildered White asked
Abby why it was rude, since he thought it was a sign of respect to wonder where people were from, and
he certainly would not mind anyone asking HIM about where his family was from. Abby asked her
readers to write in to say whether it was rude to ask about a person’s ethnic background. She reported that
she got a large response, that most non-Whites thought it was a sign of disrespect, and Whites thought it
was flattering:
Dear Abby,
I am 100 percent American and because I am of Asian ancestry I am often asked “What are you?” It’s not
the personal nature of this question that bothers me, it’s the question itself. This query seems to question my very
humanity. “What am I? Why I am a person like everyone else!”
Signed, A REAL AMERICAN
Dear Abby,
Why do people resent being asked what they are? The Irish are so proud of being Irish, they tell you before
you even ask. Tip O'Neill has never tried to hide his Irish ancestry.
Signed, JIMMY
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In this exchange Jimmy cannot understand why Asians are not as happy to be asked about their
ethnicity as he is, because he understands his ethnicity and theirs to be separate but equal. Everyone has to
come from somewhere—his family from Ireland, another’s family from Asia—each has a history and
each should be proud of it. But the reason he cannot understand the perspective of the Asian American is
that all ethnicities are not equal; all are not symbolic, costless, and voluntary. When White Americans
equate their own symbolic ethnicities with the socially enforced identities of non-White Americans, they
obscure the fact that the experiences of Whites and non-Whites have been qualitatively different in the
United States and that the current identities of individuals partly reflect that unequal history.
In the next section I describe how relations between Black and White students on college
campuses reflect some of these asymmetries in the understanding of what a racial or ethnic identity
means. While I focus on Black and White students in the following discussion, you should be aware that
the myriad other groups in the United States—Mexican Americans, American Indians, Japanese
Americans—all have some degree of social and individual influences on their identities, which reflect the
group’s social and economic history and present circumstance.
Relations on College Campuses
Both Black and White students face the task of developing their race and ethnic identities.
Sociologists and psychologists note that at the time people leave home and begin to live independently
from their parents, often ages eighteen to twenty-two, they report a heightened sense of racial and ethnic
identity as they sort through how much of their beliefs and behaviors are idiosyncratic to their families
and how much are shared with other people. It is not until one comes in close contact with many people
who are different from oneself that individuals realize the ways in which their backgrounds may influence
their individual personality. This involves coming into contact with people who are different in terms of
their ethnicity, class, religion, region, and race. For White students, the ethnicity they claim is more often
than not a symbolic one—with all of the voluntary, enjoyable, and intermittent characteristics I have
described above.
Black students at the university are also developing identities through interactions with others
who are different from them. Their identity development is more complicated than that of Whites because
of the added element of racial discrimination and racism, along with the “ethnic” developments of finding
others who share their background. Thus Black students have the positive attraction of being around other
Black students who share some cultural elements, as well as the need to band together with other students
in a reactive and oppositional way in the face of racist incidents on campus.
Colleges and universities across the country have been increasing diversity among their student
bodies in the last few decades. This has led in many cases to strained relations among students from
different racial and ethnic backgrounds. The 1980s and 1990s produced a great number of racial incidents
and high racial tensions on campuses. While there were a number of racial incidents that were due to
bigotry, unlawful behavior, and violent or vicious attacks, much of what happens among students on
campuses involves a low level of tension and awkwardness in social interactions.
Many Black students experience racism personally for the first time on campus. The uppermiddle-class students from White suburbs were often isolated enough that their presence was not
threatening to racists in their high schools. Also, their class background was known by their residence and
this may have prevented attacks being directed at them. Often Black students at the university who begin
talking with other students and recognizing racial slights will remember incidents that happened to them
earlier that they might not have thought were related to race.
Black college students across the country experience a sizeable number of incidents that are
clearly the result of racism. Many of the most blatant ones that occur between students are the result of
drinking. Sometimes late at night, drunken groups of White students coming home from parties will yell
slurs at single Black students on the street. The other types of incidents that happen include being singled
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out for special treatment by employees, such as being followed when shopping at the campus bookstore,
or going to the art museum with your class and the guard stops you and asks for your I.D. Others involve
impersonal encounters on the street—being called a nigger by a truck driver while crossing the street, or
seeing old ladies clutch their pocketbooks and shake in terror as you pass them on the street. For the most
part these incidents are not specific to the university environment, they are the types of incidents middleclass Blacks face every day throughout American society, and they have been documented by sociologists
(Feagin 1991).
[…] The anthropologist John Ogbu (1990) has documented the tendency of minorities in a variety
of societies around the world, who have experienced severe blocked mobility for long periods of time, to
develop such oppositional identities. An important component of having such an identity is to describe
others of your group who do not join in the group solidarity as devaluing and denying their very core
identity. This is why it is not common for successful Asians to be accused by others of “acting White” in
the United States, but it is quite common for such a term to be used by Blacks and Latinos. The
oppositional component of a Black identity also explains how Black people can question whether others
are acting “Black enough.” On campus, it explains some of the intense pressures felt by Black students
who do not make their racial identity central and who choose to hang out primarily with non-Blacks. This
pressure from the group, which is partly defining itself by not being White, is exacerbated by the fact that
race is a physical marker in American society. No one immediately notices the Jewish students sitting
together in the dining hall, or the one Jewish student sitting surrounded by non-Jews, or the Texan sitting
with the Californians, but everyone notices the Black student who is or is not at the “Black table” in the
cafeteria.
An example of the kinds of misunderstandings that can arise because of different understandings
of the meanings and implications of symbolic versus oppositional identities concerns questions students
ask one another in the dorms about personal appearances and customs. A very common type of
interaction in the dorm concerns questions Whites ask Blacks about their hair. Because Whites tend to
know little about Blacks, and Blacks know a lot about Whites, there is a general asymmetry in the level of
curiosity people have about one another. Whites, as the numerical majority, have had little contact with
Black culture; Blacks, especially those who are in college, have had to develop bicultural skills—
knowledge about the social worlds of both Whites and Blacks. Miscommunication and hurt feelings about
White students’ questions about Black students’ hair illustrate this point. One of the things that happens
freshman year is that White students are around Black students as they fix their hair. White students are
generally quite curious about Black students’ hair—they have basic questions such as how often Blacks
wash their hair, how they get it straightened or curled, what products they use on their hair, how they
comb it, etc. Whites often wonder to themselves whether they should ask these questions. One thought
experiment Whites perform is to ask themselves whether a particular question would upset them.
Adopting the “do unto others” rule, they ask themselves, “If a Black person was curious about my hair
would I get upset?” The answer usually is “No, I would be happy to tell them.” Another example is an
Italian American student wondering to herself, “Would I be upset if someone asked me about calamari?”
The answer is no, so she asks her Black roommate about collard greens, and the roommate explodes with
an angry response such as, “Do you think all Black people eat watermelon too?” Note that if this Italian
American knew her friend was Trinidadian American and asked about peas and rice the situation would
be more similar and would not necessarily ignite underlying tensions.
Like the debate in Dear Abby, these innocent questions are likely to lead to resentment. The issue
of stereotypes about Black Americans and the assumption that all Blacks are alike and have the same
stereotypical cultural traits has more power to hurt or offend a Black person than vice versa. The innocent
questions about Black hair also bring up a number of asymmetries between the Black and White
experience. Because Blacks tend to have more knowledge about Whites than vice versa, there is not an
even exchange going on; the Black freshman is likely to have fewer basic questions about his White
roommate than his White roommate has about him. Because of the differences historically in the group
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experiences of Blacks and Whites there are some connotations to Black hair that don't exist about White
hair. (For instance, is straightening your hair a form of assimilation, do some people distinguish between
women having “good hair” and “bad hair” in terms of beauty and how is that related to looking “White”?)
Finally, even a Black freshman who cheerfully disregards or is unaware that there are these asymmetries
will soon slam into another asymmetry if she willingly answers every innocent question asked of her. In a
situation where Blacks make up only 10 percent of the student body, if every non-Black needs to be
educated about hair, she will have to explain it to nine other students. As one Black student explained to
me, after you’ve been asked a couple of times about something so personal you begin to feel like you are
an attraction in a zoo, that you are at the university for the education of the White students. […]
The implications of symbolic ethnicities for thinking about race relations are subtle but
consequential. If your understanding of your own ethnicity and its relationship to society and politics is
one of individual choice, it becomes harder to understand the need for programs like affirmative action,
which recognize the ongoing need for group struggle and group recognition, in order to bring about social
change. It also is hard for a White college student to understand the need that minority students feel to
band together against discrimination. It also is easy, on the individual level, to expect everyone else to be
able to turn their ethnicity on and off at will, the way you are able to, without understanding that ongoing
discrimination and societal attention to minority status makes that impossible for individuals from
minority groups to do. The paradox of symbolic ethnicity is that it depends upon the ultimate goal of a
pluralist society, and at the same time makes it more difficult to achieve that ultimate goal. It is dependent
upon the concept that all ethnicities mean the same thing, that enjoying the traditions of one’s heritage is
an option available to a group or an individual, but that such a heritage should not have any social costs
associated with it.
As the Asian Americans who wrote to Dear Abby make clear, there are many societal issues and
involuntary ascriptions associated with non-White identities. The developments necessary for this to
change are not individual but societal in nature. Social mobility and declining racial and ethnic sensitivity
are closely associated. The legacy and the present reality of discrimination on the basis of race or
ethnicity must be overcome before the ideal of a pluralist society, where all heritages are treated equally
and are equally available for individuals to choose or discard at will, is realized.
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