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Ethnicity
Rick Bonus

Ethnicity appears prominently among Asian Americans 

and in Asian American studies as a basis for the group’s 

and field’s inaugural formation in the 1960s, when 

participants in the later period of the civil rights 

movement advocated for the coherence of several 

Asian- descent and historically affiliated populations 

into one coalition. Even though one may argue that 

“Asian American” itself is mostly thought of as a race- 

based designation, people with different ethnic origins 

comprise this category, thereby making ethnicity 

undisputedly a marker that is racialized in the same 

fashion as other ethnicities within certain racialized 

categories are collectively configured. Examples of 

ethnic groups within the classification Asian American 

include Japanese American, Filipino American, Chinese 

American, Vietnamese American, and South Asian 

American.

Ethnicity, in general, refers to a kind of group for-

mation on the basis of one or several attributes that 

subjects of such a group may hold in common: reli-

gion, language, or any number of social, political, or 

cultural features and traits that they may possess, in-

cluding, but not limited to, racial characteristics, geo-

graphical origin, and national identification. It is both 

a product and an ongoing process of determining who 

or what gets included and excluded in a group, making 

ethnicity, therefore, an endless construction of similar-

ity and difference that marks and limits the boundar-

ies of a community. Specific to Asian Americans, the 

major significance of ethnicity lies in its reference to 

the potentials and powers of political mobilization for 

a multiplicity of diverse groups whose affinities with 

each other were galvanized by the events surrounding 

the opposition to the Vietnam War and the struggles for 

Third World liberation, civil rights, and academic insti-

tutionalization (Wei 1993). As noted above, this mal-

leable capacity of ethnic group formation, otherwise 

legible in the language and practice of panethnicity, 

was especially important in the founding moments of a 

movement for Asian American studies (Y. Espiritu 1992). 

The force and durability of such a capacity to organize 

by classification and to enable constructions of com-

monalities that move toward consensus is, neverthe-

less, situation- dependent, impermanent, and unstable. 

These are the reasons why ethnicity in Asian American 

studies continues to be a provocative subject of inquiry, 

debate, and discussion.

One primary focus in the study of ethnicity in Asian 

American studies constitutes the historicizing of ethnic 

categories within it to account for not only the pro-

cesses by which a category is invented and naturalized 

within time and space, but to mark as well the particu-

lar motivations, expressions, and effects that constitute 

their formation and transformation. Ethnicity, in this 

way, is understood as having a genealogical trace, in 

opposition to the assumption that it is timeless, natu-

rally occurring, and unchanging. To wit, ethnicity is 

understood not as having an a priori or self- evident 

manifestation. It is, rather, constructed or invented by 

individuals, collectives, and institutions (Sollors 1988). 

It is constituted by the workings of alliance building, 

imagined community formation, and deep or broad as-

cription (Anderson 1991). And, as in every homogeniz-

ing and instrumentalist- driven process, it is also fraught 

with opposition, deliberation, and practices of certain 

forms of violence. From the creation and endurance of 
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stereotypes attached to an ethnic group, to the ways 

in which such stereotypes are resisted or replaced, and 

from the intricacies of political coalition building 

through identification of common interests to their 

downfall or subsequent contraction and expansion, 

studies of ethnicity bring to light deep and broad appli-

cations and limitations of group identity consciousness 

and calculation.

The question of ethnicity as it is defined in connec-

tion to origin, ancestry, parentage, or nationality looms 

large in ethnic studies. Because the U.S. Census has had 

a strong hand in determining a particular definition of 

Asian American as a category populated by those whose 

origins are from Asia and the Indian subcontinent, there 

is a resilient tendency to naturalize ethnicity as first and 

foremost a category that is putatively geographical and 

contingent upon birth. That is, one can quickly and eas-

ily presume one’s ethnicity as primarily grounded on 

one’s connection to a birthplace, giving it primordial 

status (the location of the beginning and perpetuation 

of one’s existence) in the constitution of one’s ethnic 

understanding. But there are several limitations to this 

particular bloodline formulation, notwithstanding its 

utility to policymakers, demographers, and commu-

nity activists in acting upon patterns of socioeconomic 

phenomena occurring within and across origin- based 

classifications. What about those who are racially differ-

ent from the majority of those within the same ethnic 

group? What about those who move to one or multiple 

locations after birth (or then go back and forth)? How do 

we deal with those who are socialized differently from or 

socialized in opposition to the dominant culture of that 

ethnicity? And how do we equitably account for sub- 

ethnic, language, and religious micro groups that are 

internally subsumed under a larger category of affinity?

Questions like these are oftentimes provoked and 

motivated by conditions of inequality. Consciousness of 

sameness may simply be derived from understandings 

of “what we hold in common” but that may be different 

from, though related to, practices of assigning value and 

imputing hierarchical arrangements within an ascribed 

category and in comparison with other groups outside 

of or larger than that category. In Asian American stud-

ies, these get played out in historical and contemporary 

forms of exclusion, disenfranchisement, and discrimi-

nation of Cambodian American women, for example, 

both as a marginalized population within the category 

Cambodian American and as a nondominant group un-

der the category Asian American (Schlund- Vials 2012b). 

In cases like this, ethnicity gets to be understood, more 

than anything else, as a process of exercising and disput-

ing power within and across intersecting, multiple, and 

heterogeneous identities and locations. How does one 

account for the qualitative difference in the experiences 

of non- Asians, women, nonheterosexuals, upper-  and 

lower- class members, multiracials, non- Christians, and 

non- Muslim people subsumed under the specific eth-

nic categories within Asian America? What about those 

with limited schooling experience or restricted profi-

ciency in the dominant languages? Why are their expe-

riences different, and how are the oppressive conditions 

to which they are subjected propped up and resisted?

If identities within ethnicities are heterogeneous and 

intersecting, so are their attendant histories. In U.S. his-

toriography, law, popular culture, and school curricula, 

there is a robust tendency to equate American ethnic-

ity with U.S. immigration history, primarily associat-

ing American ethnic groups with their social standing 

as “Americans” in proximity to their adopted country 

and against their relationship to their original or for-

mer homeland (for example, Dinnerstein and Reimers 

1999). Thus, each ethnic group’s history is usually nar-

rated as the travails of being and becoming Americans, a 

journey to assimilation (or not) in which tales of group 
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membership are told according to the ways in which 

their distance to dominant culture is approximated 

across time and place, and their contributions and rates 

of acculturation are calculated, more often than not, 

to determine their worth in society. Thus, all ethnic 

groups in Asian America are fundamentally considered 

as immigrant groups, once figuratively denoted by their 

nominal assignation as “hyphenated Americans.” And 

although this may not be in vogue now, with the hy-

phen commonly erased, each ethnic group in general 

continues to be named as the signifier that comes be-

fore the “American” sign. But this proposition becomes 

untenable to the degree that it is inaccurate when those 

who are native born (or already far removed from older 

immigrant generations) are assumed to be included in 

the ethnic category, and when certain populations’ re-

lationship to U.S. history cannot be registered within 

the tradition of an immigrant chronicle. Filipino labor-

ers who were moving to many parts of the U.S. during 

the early part of the 20th century, for example, were 

colonized subjects and, therefore, migrants in techni-

cal terms, not immigrants (Bonus 2000). And the ten-

dency to conflate refugee status with immigrant status 

does not do justice for many Southeast Asian and South 

Asian groups’ differential incorporation into or resis-

tance against U.S. society.

Persisting in the narration of ethnicity for Asian 

American people as a saga of immigration to a new na-

tion is oftentimes a product, as much as it is productive, 

of a contributionist ideology and a U.S.- centric perspec-

tive. It misses out on the manners by which different 

populations are coerced to move elsewhere by labor re-

cruiters, make individual and collective decisions to set-

tle within and outside of the U.S., and create networks of 

political, economic, and social interactions that are not 

easily circumscribed by the physical boundaries of their 

multiple homelands. Many members of ethnic groups 

in Asian America are not only internal and multistep 

migrants; they are also transnational subjects of a global 

economy whose identification with and loyalty to one 

homeland that is the U.S. are multistranded, complex, 

and contradictory. Their stories of assimilation also 

constitute struggles of resisting assimilation (or practic-

ing alternatives to it), their relationship to U.S. culture 

and society is not unidirectional, and their collective 

accounts of mobility and transformation— the so- called 

push and pull of immigrant struggle— are all embedded 

within the larger histories and changing configurations 

of colonization, globalization, and transnationalism.

Nevertheless, the force of ethnic identification is 

laden with dynamic practices of representation and 

recognition. Who gets to belong and who gets to be 

excluded? With what criteria and under what means of 

control, accommodation, and negotiation? Who will 

police its boundaries and who will refuse or resist its sur-

veillance? In what ways? These are questions that point 

to both the power and perils of consensus building, in-

cluding the mechanisms that aim to promote solidarity, 

community, and connectedness as they are utilized by 

governing states, institutions, groups, and individuals 

internal or external (or both) to the membership of the 

constructed label (Võ 2004). Social scientists, historians, 

and cultural analysts frequently refer to this process as 

ethnicization to highlight the invention, maintenance, 

and transformation of group identification. Struggles 

to keep alive social customs and traditions, or anything 

that enables members to bond with each other, whether 

in the form of linguistic preservation, borrowing, or 

replacement, or through creative expressions in art, 

music, literature, and drama to represent and change 

group consciousness, are all indications of the energy 

and seduction of ethnicity as an ongoing process of af-

finity creation and transformation. Hence, references to 

ethnic clothing, ethnic languages, and ethnic cultural 
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centers, to name a few, are rife among ethnic groups 

within and outside Asian America.

Ethnicity, on the other hand, has also been used to 

discriminate against and circumscribe the existence 

and actions of specific groups. For example, the Page 

Act of 1875 and the Chinese Exclusion Acts beginning in 

1882 targeted women and men by restricting their entry 

into the U.S. as juridically determined by their Chinese 

ethnic ancestry. Ethnocentric practices of dominat-

ing groups can amount to violent acts of devaluation, 

deracination, and atrocious forms of ethnic cleans-

ing. Asian American history is replete with exclusion-

ary laws, mandated quotas, and restrictive policies that 

controlled the entry and naturalization of Asian people 

as defined by their race, ethnicity, social status, sex, and 

sexuality. The Naturalization Act of 1790, the Gentle-

men’s Agreement of 1907– 1908, and the Asiatic Barred 

Zone Act of 1917 are but a few examples. These promul-

gations have produced a cumulative effect of legitimiz-

ing the construction of ethnic groups imagined as Asian 

by race, and occurring in different intensities over time 

and space, as subjects who are undesirable, foreign (or 

forever immigrants), unassimilable, and exotic or mys-

terious (Ancheta 2006).

Currently, the vitality of ethnicity in Asian American 

studies is evidenced by the ongoing transformations of 

each heterogeneous group within its purview and their 

evolving relationships with each other, the larger Asian 

rubric, the rest of the U.S. population and community 

groups, and the interconnected societies and govern-

ments within and outside of the United States. The rise 

of the “model minority” status that became associated 

with the category “Asian” instantiated, among many, 

calls for the disaggregation of the “Asian American” 

classification (in view of its internal hierarchies) and 

even prompted many ethnic groups to seriously con-

sider the dominance and marginalization of sub- ethnic 

groups within their own ethnic label, as well as the 

removal of certain groups that are frequently thought 

to be part of Asian America. Criticisms regarding the 

inclusion or separation of Pacific Islander population 

groups in or from Asian/Pacific Islander combined 

designations, as well as questions regarding the fate of 

some Native American and Middle Eastern communi-

ties in relationship to the broadening or contraction of 

the meanings of “Asian” in state and society are but two 

of the most challenging areas of contestation and ne-

gotiation. And finally, coming from a more critical vein 

of ethnic studies are the breadth of alternative histories 

and epistemologies of ethnicity that radiate from the 

engaged political work of queers of color, Third World 

feminists, anti- imperialism activists, and transnational 

scholars (Manalansan 2003; Reddy 2011). These dem-

onstrate the realities and complexities of ethnicity as it 

is constantly invented and transformed in the name of 

power.
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