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An excerpt from Chapter 5 - Ethnicity   
  
The current administration’s throwback to early-twentieth-century immigration policies—built on racist 
ideas of what constitutes an American—were meant to roll back the years of immigration that saw 
America dramatically diversify, including a new diversity within its Black population, which now included 
Africans and West Indians in addition to the descendants of American slaves. But regardless of where 
they came from, they were all racialized as Black.   
  
The fact is, all ethnic groups, once they fall under the gaze and power of race makers, become racialized. 
I am a descendant of American slaves. My ethnic group is African American. My race, as an African 
American, is Black. Kenyans are racialized as a Black ethnic group, while Italians are White, Japanese are 
Asian, Syrians are Middle Eastern, Puerto Ricans are Latinx, and Choctaws are Native American. The 
racializing serves the core mandate of race: to create hierarchies of value.   
  
Across history, racist power has produced racist ideas about the racialized ethnic groups in its colonial 
sphere and ranked them—across the globe and within their own nations. The history of the United 
States offers a parade of intra-racial ethnic power relationships: Anglo-Saxons discriminating against 
Irish Catholics and Jews; Cuban immigrants being privileged over Mexican immigrants; the model-
minority construction that includes East Asians and excludes Muslims from South Asia. It’s a history that 
began with early European colonizers referring to the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, and 
Seminole as the “Five Civilized Tribes” of Native Americans, as compared to other “wild” tribes. This 
ranking of racialized ethnic groups within the ranking of the races creates a racial-ethnic hierarchy, a 
ladder of ethnic racism within the larger schema of racism.   
  
We practice ethnic racism when we express a racist idea about an ethnic group or support a racist policy 
toward an ethnic group. Ethnic racism, like racism itself, points to group behavior, instead of policies, as 
the cause of disparities between groups. When Ghanaian immigrants to the United States join with 
White Americans and say African Americans are lazy, they are recycling the racist ideas of White 
Americans about African Americans. This is ethnic racism.   
  
The face of ethnic racism bares itself in the form of a persistent question: “Where are you from?”   
  
I am often asked this question by people who see me through the lens of ethnic racism. Their ethnic 
racism presumes I—a college professor and publisher writer—cannot be a so-called lowly, lazy, 
lackluster African American.   
  
“I am from Queens, New York,” I respond.   
“No, no, where are you really from?”   
“I am really from New York.”   
  
Frustrated, the person slightly alters the line of inquiry. “Where are your parents from?” When I say, 
“My dad’s family is from New York and my ma’s family is from Georgia,” the questioner freezes up 
in confusion. When I add, “I am a descendant of enslaved Africans in the United States,” the questions 
cease. They finally have to resign themselves to the fact that I am an African American. Perhaps the next 
move is for the person to look at me as extraordinary—not like those ordinary inferior African 
Americans—so they can leave quietly, their ethnic-racist lens intact.   



  
But sometimes they do not leave quietly. Sometimes they take the opportunity to lecture down at my 
ethnic group, like a bold Ghanaian student early in my professorial career in update New York. He 
delivered a monologue to a classroom full of African Americans that touched on everything from our 
laziness to our dependence on welfare. I offered data that disproved his ethnic racism—e.g., the facts 
that the majority of Americans on welfare are not African American and the majority of African 
Americans eligible for welfare refuse it. But he held tightly to his ethnic racism and spoke on as the 
snickering of the African American students slowly turned to answer (while many of the children of Black 
immigrants remained quiet). To calm my African American students, I recited the ethnically racist ideas 
African Americans express about West Africans, to show them that the absurdity of ethnic racism is 
universal. It backfired. They all started nodding their heads to the litany of stereotypes about African 
immigrants.   
  
To be antiracist is to view national and transnational ethnic groups as equal in all their differences. To be 
antiracist is to challenge the racist policies that plague racialized ethnic groups across the world. To be 
antiracist is to view the inequalities between all racialized ethnic groups as a problem of policy.   
  
The Ghanaian student confronted me after class as I packed up (and as some of his African American 
classmates glared sharply at him while leaving the room). When he finished his second monologue to 
me, I asked if he minded answering some questions. He agreed to. I really just wanted to keep him 
talking to me for a while longer, in case there were any angry students still waiting for him outside the 
classroom. Fights—or worse—were occasionally erupting between Black ethnic groups in New York, just 
as they had a century prior between White ethnic groups.   
  
“What are some of the racist ideas the British say about Ghanaians?” I asked.   
He offered a black stare before blurting out, “I don’t know.”   
“Yes, you do. Tell me some. It’s okay.”   
  
He was silent for a moment and then started speaking again, now much more slowly and nervously than 
in his earlier rants, seemingly wondering where this was going. When he finished listing racist ideas, I 
spoke again.   
  
“Now, are those ideas true?” I asked. “Are the British superior to Ghanaians?”   
“No!” he said proudly. I was proud, too, that he had not internalized these racist ideas about his own 
racialized ethnic group.   
“When African Americans repeat British racist ideas about Ghanaians, do you defend your people?”  
“Yes. Because they are not true!”  
“So these ideas about African Americans: Who did you get these ideas from?”   
He thought. “My family, my friends, and my observations,” he said.   
“Who do you think your fellow Ghanaian Americans got these ideas about African Americans from?”  
He thought much longer this time. From the side of his eye he saw another student waiting to speak to 
me, which seemed to rush his thoughts—he was a polite kid in spite of his urge to lecture. But I did not 
rush him. The other student was Jamaican and listening intently, maybe thinking about who Jamaicans 
got their ideas about Haitians from.   
  
“Probably American Whites,” he said, looking me straight in the eye for the first time.   
  



He mind seemed open, so I jumped on it. “So if African Americans went to Ghana, consumed British 
racist ideas about Ghanaians, and started expressing those ideas to Ghanaians, what would Ghanaians 
think about that? What would you think about that?”  
  
He smiled, surprising me. “I got it,” he said, turning to walk out of the classroom.   
“Are you sure?” I said, raising my voice over the Jamaican student’s head.   
He turned back to me. “Yes, sir. Thanks, Prof.”   
  
I respected him for his willingness to reflect on his own hypocrisy. And I didn’t want to overreact when 
he trashed African Americans, because I knew where he was coming from: I had been there 
myself. When I learned the history of ethnic racism, of African Americans commonly degrading Africans 
as  “barbaric” or routinely calling West Indians in 1920s Harlem “monkey chasers”—or when I 
remembered my own taunts of Kwame back in eighth grade—I tried not to run away from the hypocrisy, 
either. How can I get upset at immigrants from Africa and South America for looking down on African 
Americans when African Americans have historically looked down on immigrants from Africa and South 
America? How can I critique their ethnic racism and ignore my ethnic racism? That is the central double 
standard in ethnic racism: loving one’s position on the ladder above other ethnic groups and hating 
one’s position below that of other ethnic groups. It is angrily trashing the racist ideas about one’s own 
group but happily consuming the racist ideas about other ethnic groups. It is failing to recognize that 
racist ideas we consume about others came from the same restaurant and the same cook who used the 
same ingredients to make different degrading dishes for us all.   
  
 


