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From the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights,

adopted by the General Assembly
of the United Nations

on 10th December 1948:

Article |

All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.
They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act
towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.

Article 2

Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in
this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race,
colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, nation-
al or social origin, property, birth or other status.

Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the
political, jurisdictional or international status of the country or
territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent,
trust, non-self governing or under any other limitation of
sovereignty.

Article 10

Everyone is entitled in full equality to a fair and public hearing
by an independent and impartial tribunal, in the determination

of his rights and obligations and of any criminal charge against
him.

Article 19

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression;:
this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference
and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through
any media and regardless of frontiers.

Article 20

(1) Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful assembly
and association.

(2) No one may be compelled to belong to an association.




|. THE SCOPE AND THE LIMITS

The study of the relations between social groups within
any society must first take into account the ‘objective’
conditions of their co-existence; that is, the economic,
political, social and historical circumstances which have
led to — and often still determine — the differences
between the groups in their standards of living, access to
opportunities such as jobs and education, or the treatment
they receive from those who wield power, authority or
sometimes simply brute force. But as John Rex (1970)
wrote in his book on race relations, these objective con-
ditions are always associated with widespread ‘subjective
definitions’, stereotypes and belief systems. Our purpose
here is to look at these various subjective aspects of the
relations between minorities and majorities, to assess their
importance in the total picture and to see how they con-
tribute to the general pattern of the relations between the
groups. Being a member of a minority presents the indi-
viduals concemed with the psychological requirements to
adapt to the present situation or to do something in order
to change it. The adaptations and the strategies for change
which are possible are finite in their number and variety.
We shall attempt to discuss here some of those which
appear to be the most frequently used and the most
important.

The ‘subjective definitions’ must be taken into account in
the general analysis of racial or any other intergroup
relations, since they are likely to contribute to the pattern
of these relations and to changes in them. These subjective
definitions, belief systems, identifications, cognitive
structures, likes and dislikes, and the behaviour related

to them are the special province of the social psychologist.
The social psychology of minorities must focus upon
them, without denying in the least that the analysis of

the ‘objective’ conditions of the development of social
relations between groups must come first and foremost

in our attempts to understand the nature of these relations.

[t is nevertheless true that human social behaviour can
-only be properly understood if we are able to get to know
something about the subjective ‘representations of social
reality’ which intervene between conditions in which
social groups live and the effects of these conditions on
individual and collective behaviour. This is like a spiral:
the history and the contemporary features of social,
economic and other differences between social groups are
reflected in the attitudes, beliefs and views of the world

held by members of these groups. These ‘subjective’ effects
of social conditions are reflected in turn in what people do,

in how they behave towards their own group and towards
others. The resulting forms of ‘ingroup’, ‘outgroup’ and
‘intergroup’ behaviour contribute, in their turn, to the

present and the future of the relations between the groups;

and so it goes on. Thus, although we shall be dealing here
with no more than one ‘frozen moment’ in what is a

complex and continuously changing situation, this moment

often proves to be quite crucial in affecting the shape of
what is to happen.

II. WHAT IS A MINORITY ‘GROUP™?

In asking this question, we are not concerned with
definitions of social groups (or categories) in terms of the
economic, social, cultural or other criteria by which they
can be distinguished. Instead, we wish to know what are

the psychological effects of these ‘objective’ factors on the
people involved: do they or do they not feel themselves to
be members of a particular social group which is clearly
distinguished by them from other such groups? And what
are the effects of these ‘feelings’ (of belonging or not
belonging) on their social behaviour?

But before these questions can be discussed, we need to
relate them to the solid realities of social differentiations.
The ‘feelings’ of being a member of a group do not float in
some sort of a social vacuum; and the corresponding belief
systems cannot be properly understood if one considers
them without taking into account their direct and intimate
ties with the social realities of people’s lives.

There are many definitions of social minorities which have
been proposed by sociologists, political scientists and
others. We shall retain here the set of criteria suggested by
Wagley and Harris (1958), as quoted by Simpson and
Yinger (1965) in their book on Racial and cultural
minorities. According to these authors:

‘(1) Minorities are subordinate segments of complex state
societies; (2) minorities have special physical or cultural traits
which are held in low esteem by the dominant segments of the
society; (3) minorities are self-conscious units bound together
by the special traits which their members share and by the
special disabilities which these bring; (4) membership in a
minority is transmitted by a rule of descent which is capable
of affiliating succeeding generations even in the absence of
readily apparent special cultural or physical traits; (5) minority
peoples, by choice or necessity, tend to marry within the group’
(Simpson and Yinger, p.17).

It is interesting and important to see that numbers do not
play much of a part in this definition. Some numerical
majorities — as, for example, in South Africa — conform to
all the five criteria, while some numerical minorities — such
as Afrikaaners in the same country — probably only conform
to the fifth: they tend to marry within the group. Again,
members of women'’s liberation movements in this country
and elsewhere would argue that women are a ‘minority’ in
the sense outlined above, although they would obviously
not fit some of the criteria, and often are not a numerical
minority. The principle guiding the definition selected by
Wagley and Harris (and many other social scientists) is not
to be found in numbers but in the social position of the
groups to which they refer as minorities.

This is a sensible approach to the problem. Quite apart from
the fact that certain kinds of social disabilities, shared by
certain kinds of people, are more important in understand-
ing what happens to them and what they do than are
numerical considerations, it would also be very difficult

to adopt a meaningful frame of reference based on numbers.
The ‘social’ definition is more important and much more
flexible. For example, the separatist movement in Quebec
1S @ minority movement within Canada. At the same time,
as the political and social changes which recently occurred
in Canada gather momentum, the problems of the English-
speaking minorities in Quebec (particularly of those recent
immigrants whose native language was neither French nor
English, and who adopted English on their arrival) are
becoming more acute (see Berry, Kalin and Taylor, 1977).
In some ways, the French-speaking Quebecois still conform
to the Wagley and Harris description as a ‘subordinate
segment’ in a ‘complex state society’; in other ways, they
constitute a majority which is beginning to create some

of the usual problems for its own minorities.

The psychological criterion for referring to certain social
groups as minorities is clearly stated by Wagley and Harris.
They are ‘self-conscious units’ of people who have in
common certain similarities and certain social disadvantages.




But this psychological criterion is not as simple as it may
appear. Some sociologists make a sharp distinction

between what they call a ‘social group’ and a ‘social
category’. For example, Morris (1968) defined ethnic groups
as “a distinct category of the population in a larger society
whose culture is usually different from its own’. He added
that members of ethnic groups ‘. .. are, or feel themselves,
or are thought to be, bound together by common ties of
race or nationality or culture’ (p.167). This he distinguished
from "a mere category of the population, such as red-haired
people, selected by a criterion that in the context is socially
neutral and that does not prescribe uniform behaviour’
(p.168). By contrast, a genuine group must consist of
people ‘recruited on clear principles, who are bound to one
another by formal, institutionalized rules and characteristic
informal behaviour’. In addition, these groups must ‘be
organized for cohesion and persistence; that is to say, the
rights and duties of membership must regulate internal
order and relations with other groups’. Having already
once recognized the psychological criteria that people

must ‘feel themselves’ or must be ‘thought to be’ similar to
each other and distinct from others in certain ways in order
to be considered as an ethnic group, Morris comes back to
the ‘internal’ characteristics of an ethnic group membership
by stating that "members usually identify themselves with a
group and give it a name’ (p.168).

These clear-cut distinctions can be very useful for thinking
about some minorities; but they may present problems if
one considers many fluid and changing social situations in
which men and women slowly acquire in common their
beliefs, reactions, feelings and attitudes about their special
status in a wider society. As distinct from a ‘category’, a
social group must be, according to Morris, cohesive and
long-lasting; it must also have an accepted system of internal
regulations. But ‘categories’ and ‘social groups’ understood
in this sense sometimes represent, respectively, the beginning
and the end of a long social psychological process. There

are many cases in between: a collection of people, consen-
sually designated by a majority as somehow ‘different’,

may begin by not accepting this difference, or by denying
its interpretation. It may be a long time before this ‘out-
side’ consensus results in creating clear-cut group boundaries,
formal institutionalized rules and the specific features of
informal social behaviour to which Morris referred. And
yet, all this time the ‘feeling’ of membership, of belonging-
ness, of a common difference from others will continue to
develop. The internal cohesion and structure of a minority
group may sometimes come as a result of this development
of an awareness of being considered as different. As a
matter of fact, it is precisely this development of a special
kind of awareness that some people within minorities are
sometimes trying hard to achieve through social action,
through initiating social and political movements.

Some years ago I had an opportunity of seeing a clear
example of this kind of development. With the help of

the Institute of Race Relations (as it then was), an essay
competition was organized for African, Asian and West
Indian students in this country on the subject of their
attitudes towards the ‘colour’ problem before they had
come here and the changes in these attitudes which occurred
as a result of their experiences in Britain (cf. Tajfel and
Dawson, 1965). One of the most striking common features
in the essays of the students from the West Indies was
their preconception at home that, on coming to Britain,
they would be reaching the shores of the ‘mother country’,
that a common language, a similar education, and a social
background similar to that of many indigenous British
students, would ensure their immediate acceptance and an

easy adaptation to their new surroundings. The ‘feeling’ of
being different (because treated as such in many subtle

and unsubtle ways) led slowly to the development of a new
group identity. One of the major social categories to which
they felt they had belonged under-went, for many of them,
a drastic revision. As some of them wrote, their black
consciousness was born here, in what they now considered
a white man’s country, rather than the welcoming land of
their cultural heritage. ‘Black skin’ happens to be a socially
relevant criterion for distinguishing between groups of
people; red hair is not, or at least not yet. But in principle
any characteristic common to a collection of people is
capable of acquiring its socially relevant value connotations
and thereby its power to determine social differentiations.
The resulting feeling of common membership of a minority
comes, in many cases, long before the individuals involved
have been able to construct for themselves a cohesive and
organized ‘group’ or even to develop special modes of
‘characteristic informal behaviour’ for their internal usage.
Very often, of course, the process is reversed, or it pro-
gresses simultaneously in two parallel directions: a group

is perceived as separate and different both from the inside
and from the outside. But even here, there is no easy
psychological dichotomy between a ‘mere category’ and

a genuine ‘social group’. It is usually a matter of complex
interactions between the ‘internal’ and the ‘external’
criteria of group membership, of the conditions in which
the ‘felt’ membership of a group or a category leads to
various forms of social action, social conscience, systems
of attitudes and beliefs, individual or collective strategies.
In order to consider this variety of issues, we must turn
our attention to these ‘internal’ and ‘external’ criteria of
minority membership and the relationship between them.

[1l. THE INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL CRITERIA OF
MINORITY MEMBERSHIP

As we have seen, many of the definitions of minorities
include a reference to the ‘subjective’ characteristics of
their membership, such as stereotypes, belief systems, self-
consciousness, identifications, etc. In other words, for a
minority to become a distinguishable social entity, there
must be amongst some, many, most or all of its members
an awareness that they possess in common some socially
relevant characteristics, and that these characteristics
distinguish them from other social entities in the midst of
which they live. But, as it is clear from the sociological
definitions we discussed earlier, these ‘socially relevant
characteristics’ must be of a certain kind in order to
produce the self-awareness of being a ‘minority’ in the
sense of the term we discussed earlier. After all, in some ways
all complex societies consist of nothing but minorities:
professional, regional or age groups, political affiliations
and any number of others. It is only when being assigned -
and/or assigning oneself to a particular social entity leads
at the same time to certain perceived social consequences
which include discriminatory treatment from others and
their negative attitudes based on some common criteria
(however vague) of membership that the awareness of
being in a minority can develop.

The crucial term in all this is ‘in common’. In order to
understand the psychological realities of ‘feeling’ a member
of a minority, it is important to make a clear distinction
between individual differences and group differences.
Although a lot of people may be red-haired, or obese or of
small stature, they are unlikely to acquire an awareness of
being ‘members’ of corresponding ‘minorities’. These







