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(Alexander 2010; Feagin and Feagin 2010; Massey and 
Denton 1998). 

Population transfer refers to the removal, often 
forced, of a minority group from a region or coun-
try. Generally, the dominant group wants land, 
or resources. For example, Native Americans in 
the United States were removed to reservations. 
The Cherokee people were forced to walk from 
Georgia and North Carolina to new lands west of the 
Mississippi—a “Trail of Tears” along which 40% of the 
people perished—so that whites in these states could 
have access to Cherokee land. As noted above, dur-
ing World War II, Japanese Americans were forcibly 
moved to “relocation centers” and had their land and 
property confiscated. 

Assimilation refers to the structural and cultural 
merging of minority and majority groups in society. It 
is often a voluntary process during which members of 
minority groups choose to adopt the values, norms, 
and institutions of the dominant group. Assimilation is 
more likely to occur when the minority group is cultur-
ally similar to the dominant group. For instance, in the 
United States, the closer a group is to being white and 
English speaking, the faster its members will be assim-
ilated into the dominant group, adopting the culture 
and blending in biologically through intermarriage. 
While some assimilation happens naturally when dif-
ferent groups interact in housing, schooling, employ-
ment, political circles, family groups, friendship, and 
social relationships, some assimilation policies in 
certain times and places have forced ethnic minori-
ties to change their cultural attributes (e.g., language, 
religion, or style of eating) in order to avoid ridicule or 
even death (Marger 2012). 

Forced assimilation occurs when members of 
a minority group are compelled to suppress their 
cultural identity. For example, in the late 1800s and 
early 1900s, Native American children were forced 
to leave their families and go to white-run board-
ing schools. There, they had to cut their hair, attend 

Christian religious services, dress as whites did, and 
speak only in English. 

Pluralism occurs when each ethnic or racial group 
in a country maintains its own culture and separate 
set of institutions, but has recognized equality in the 
society. For example, Switzerland has four dominant 
cultural language groups: French, German, Italian, 
and Romansh (or Rumantsch). The government and 
schools use and teach all of these official languages. 
Each group respects the rights of the other groups 
to maintain a distinctive language and way of life. In 
Malaysia, three groups share power—Malays, Chinese, 
and Indians. Although the balance is not completely 
stable because Chinese and Indians have higher lev-
els of education and hold more political and economic 
power than the native Malays, most Malaysians want 
to maintain a pluralistic society. While tensions do exist 
in both nations, both Switzerland and Malaysia repre-
sent examples of pluralist societies. Legal protection 
of smaller or less powerful groups is often necessary 
to have pluralism. In the United States, religious plu-
ralism (at least among religions practiced by white 
Americans), as a policy, was embraced by the nation’s 
first president, George Washington.

The five policies toward minorities are summarized 
in Figure 8.7.

Thinking Sociologically
Think of examples from current news stories of posi-
tive and harmful intercultural contact. Where do your 
examples fit on the continuum from genocide to plu-
ralism? What is your reaction to each? How do your 
experiences of intercultural contact influence your 
reaction to these examples? 

Minority Reactions to Prejudice, 
Discrimination, and Racism
How have minority groups dealt with their status?  
Five different reactions are common: assimilation, 
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FIGURE 8.7  Types of Dominant-Minority Group Relations
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