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Chapter 10: Ethnicity and Social Inequality

9.1 Ethnicity and Ethnic Groups

• Nationality:

– Political nationality

– Ethnic nationality (primary ethnic Identity)

• Secondary ethnic identity

• Ethnic Group: “shared cultural traditions and history” can 
mean a lot of things in different contexts:

– race

– nationality (see above)

– religion

– language

– specific ancestry, etc.

• Ethnic origin myths and ethnic boundary markers

9.2 Levels of Ethnic Identity

• Ethnic identity is situational:

– “American” in one context, “Mexican American” or “Polish 
American” in another

– Hierarchical nesting

• “American” (when abroad)‐ primary (nationality)

• “Hispanic”/Latino (for the census) ‐ secondary

• “Mexican American” ( for example, when living in a mixed 
Hispanic neighborhood or appealing to voters) – secondary

• Homeland is the critical factor for distinguishing primary 
from secondary identity
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9.3 Civilizations

• Samuel Huntington (1996)‐ highest level of ethnic 
identity

Western Latin American

African Islamic

Sinic (Chinese) Hindu

Orthodox (Christian) Buddhist

Japanese

9.4 Systems of Social Inequality

• Inequality

– Wealth, Power, Prestige (Weber)

– Morton Fried (Columbia, 1967): 

• Egalitarian Societies: Access to resources 
– Mobility and reciprocity (leveling mechanisms)

• Ranked Societies: Limited High‐ranking 
positions (cheifdoms)
– Usually hereditary, formal offices

– Kinship groups ranked relative to others

• Stratified Societies: Marked inequalities
– Based on unequal access to resources

– Strong tendency towards heritablility

– Classes and castes

Castes in traditional India

– Brahmins  (priests and scholars)

– Kshatriyas (nobles and warriors)

– Vaishas (merchants and artisans)

– Shudras (farmers, craftspeople 
and laborers)

– Untouchables (“Dalits”) are 
thought of as outside the caste 
system 

Class in the United States

– Conceived on the basis of wealth, 
income, occupation and education 
(values, consumption?)

– Largely redundant
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9.5 Globalization and Changes in Ethnic Identity and 

Social Inequality

• Ethnic identities are not stable over time

• European expansion created massive changes in  
ethnic groups and identities

– Creation, extinction, and merging of ethnicities

– Assimilation

– Destabilization of ethnic boundaries

• Importation of slaves added to the complexity (the 
Garifuna of Central America)

• Impact of migration and globalization


