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grouping for political purposes (Esperitu 1992). The 
federal government essentially created an ethnic 
group by naming and providing funding to that group. 
If people wanted services (health care, legal rights, 
and so forth), they had to become a part of a particu-
lar group—such as “Asian Americans.” This process 
of merging many ethnic groups into one broader cat-
egory—called panethnicity—illustrates that ethnic and 
racial identity are socially shaped and created.

Census 2010 data show the ethnic ancestry of mil-
lions of Americans and their distribution across the 
United States. German ancestry makes up the larg-
est group at almost 50 million, followed by African 
Americans at 41 million, Irish at 36 million, Mexicans 
at 32 million, and English at 30 million. (Note that if 
we include the panethnic category of Hispanic or 
Latino—which includes Mexicans and others from 
Latin America—they are the second largest group 
at 49.2 million.) Twenty million claim “American” as 
their ancestry. American Indians and Alaska Natives, 
the original Americans, make up about 5 million peo-
ple (O’Connor, Lubin, and Spector 2013; U.S. Census 
Bureau 2013c). 

Figure 8.2 shows where each ethnic group, by 
county, has the largest concentration, though this 

does not necessarily mean the group makes up more 
than 50% of the population of that county.

Biracial and Multiracial Populations: 
Immigration, Intermarriage, 
and Personal Identification
“Push” factors drive people from some countries and 
“pull” factors draw them to other countries. The most 
common push-pull factors today are job opportuni-
ties, the desire for security, individual liberties, and 
availability of medical and educational opportuni-
ties. The target countries of migrants are most often 
in North America, Australia, or Western Europe, and 
the highest emigration rates are from Africa, Eastern 
Europe, Central Asia, and South and Central America.

The United States was once considered to have 
a two-tiered racial hierarchy, black and white (which 
disregarded the Native American population). 
However, immigration into the United States from 
every continent has led to a more diverse popula-
tion, with 13% of the current U.S. population born 
elsewhere (Grieco et al. 2012). With new immigration, 
increasing rates of intermarriage, and many more 
individuals claiming multiracial identification, the  
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FIGURE 8.2  Ancestry With Largest Population in Each County, 2010

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 




