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TQ Ken Corey, Dean, College of Social Science 

FROM: Ruben G. Rumbaut, Professor of Sociology 

RE: Some comments on "Ethnic Studies," per your request, 
as a follow-up to our discussions at our meeting of April 6 

"Ethnic Studies," or "Ethnic and Racial Studies" [ERS], should have a clear vision 
of what it does and does not encompass. Otherwise--and our meeting Wednesday 
usefully provided a glimpse of this--it can become diffused to the point where it can 
be taken to mean the study of most everything human, including Chinese and 
Japanese art, Latin American geography, African music, Arab literature, ancestries, 
etc. Here's an alternative view: 

ERS addresses, and seeks to understand and explain, the experiences of racial
ethnic groups who have been variously excluded, marginalized, and considered as 
"Other." Thus, ERS addresses the nature of identities, ideologies, institutions, and 
histories that are embedded in structures of racial-ethnic inequality--of relationships 
of domination and subordination, of "us" stratified from "them." In fact, it is 
typically in the crucible of such relationships (involving, to varying degrees, such 
intergroup dimensions as differential power, spatial segregation, cultural 
differences, social distance, competition and conflict) that our very notions of 
"ethnicity" and "race" are socially constructed in the first place. -, 
The recovery--and discovery--of those excluded, marginalized, and "Othered" ' 
racial-ethnic identities and histories requires "inclusive" thinking--and with it the 
recognition of the complexity of human life, and the wisdom that in the final 
analysis knowing others is also a way of knowing OUI]_~lves. Put .another way, 
through the comparative study of other ethnos ("people") we recover and discover 
ourselves. Therein lies the main intellectual [as opposed to political] justification 
for according ERS a central place in the ct.irriculum--for incorporating the study of 
diversity within the university. (In that sense, ERS is not intellectually defensible 
as therapy for the excluded, or as part of a self-esteem curriculum for erstwhile '\1v 
oppressed groups, or as a technique for "self-justification" that ends up excluding '!f" 
others--and in the process ghettoizing itself.) 

In a United States context, and at MSU, an ERS specialization should focus on-
certainly it must not neglect--the origins, experiences, and destinies of the largest 
and most consequential of those racial-ethnic groups who have borne the brunt of 
exclusion, marginality, and Otherness: Native Americans, .. Af rican-Americans, 
Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans (especially them among the diverse peoples 
of Latin American and Caribbean origin), and Asian Americans. [See the attached 
table and article for some useful details.} While in principle ERS can be expanded 
to incorporate a wider range of specific groups, those listed above should be-' 
considered as a minimum set for curriculum development · 

The question that arose at Wednesday's meeting of whether, within the above 
"short list" and given the limited resources and course options of a "specialization," 
narrower group-specific courses on "Chicano History" and "Chicano Literature" 
should be offered (or even so titled) is ultimately a matter that can be justified on the 
basis of the huge size and long history of the US-born Mexican-origin population 
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of the United States--including the Midwest and Michigan--as well as by the actual 
volume of student demand as measured by enrollments in such courses, and of 
course by the politics of the moment. However, for that to be viable and 
sustainable, MSU would need to add a couple of dynamite professors who are 
committed to the ERS vision and who can generate and maintain sizable student 
interest over time, and not only Chicano students. [Just tcxlay I came across a 
fascinating new book by an associate professor of history at the University of 
California, Santa Barbara: Zaragoza Vargas, Proletarians of the North (UC Press, 
1993), about Mexican workers in Detroit and Chicago from WWI to the Great 
Depression. If he can teach like he can write, we should recruit him!] 

While ERS should focus on diverse identities, histories, and modes of 
exclusion/inclusion of those groups in the U.S. context, it should venture outside 
the parochial U.S. setting to examine comparatively the "ethnic" phenomenom-- . 
e.g., the ethnic origins of "nations", the construction of "otherness" via "ethnic 
cleansing", conflict, and the like in national and international contexts around the 
world ljor just one example, see the attached article from today's newspaper about 
the ethnic/tribal "civil" war unleashed yet again in Rwanda and Burundi]. Note that 
such more cosmopolitan courses, which simply globalize the intellectual inquiry 
and curiosity about comparative ethnic studies, serve the central purpose of the ERS 
curriculum suggested above--within its quite specific conceptual boundaries. 




