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groups, racial and ethnic minority groups 
have less power than the dominant group 
in society.

Minority Groups
Several factors characterize minority 
groups and their relations with dominant 
groups in society (Dworkin and Dworkin 
1999). Minority groups

1.	 can be distinguished from the 
group that holds power by physical 
appearance, dress, language, or 
religion;

2.	 are excluded from or denied full 
participation at the meso level of 
society in economic, political, edu-
cational, religious, health, and rec-
reational institutions;

3.	 have less access to power and 
resources within the nation and 
are evaluated less favorably, based 
on their characteristics as minority 
group members;

4.	 are stereotyped, ridiculed, condemned, or other-
wise defamed, allowing dominant group members 
to justify and not feel guilty about unequal and 
poor treatment; and

5.	 develop collective identities to insulate themselves 
from the unaccepting world; this, in turn, perpet-
uates their group identity by creating ethnic or 
racial enclaves, intragroup marriages, and segre-
gated group institutions, such as religious congre-
gations.

Thinking Sociologically
Based on the preceding list of minority group char-
acteristics, explain how membership in dominant 
or minority groups influences people’s interactions 
at the micro (family and friends), the meso (institu-
tional), and macro levels of society.

Minority and majority status can change over time and 
among societies. For example, throughout England’s his-
tory, wars and assassinations changed the ruling group 
from Catholic to Protestant and back several times. Today, 
in Iraq, Shiite Muslims are dominant, but they were a 
minority group, and Sunni Muslims were the dominant 
group when Saddam Hussein ruled Iraq.

As in the case of Iraq under Saddam Hussein, domi-
nant groups are not always the numerical majority. In the 
case of South Africa, possession of advanced European 
weapons placed the native African Bantu population under 
the rule of a relatively small number of White British and 
Dutch descendants in what became a complex system of 
planned discrimination called apartheid. From 1948 to 
1994, each major racial group in South Africa—White, 
“Indian” (meaning Asian), “Coloured” (meaning mixed 
race), and Black—had its own living area, and members 
carried identification cards showing the “race” to which 
they belonged. Racial classification and privilege were 
defined by the laws of the dominant group.

The Concept of Race
Race is a socially created concept that identifies a group 
as “different,” usually on the basis of ancestry or certain 
physical characteristics. This allows members of the 
groups to be singled out for dissimilar treatment. Most 
attempts at racial classifications have been based on com-
binations of appearance, such as skin color and shade, stat-
ure, facial features, hair color and texture, head form, nose 
shape, eye color and shape, height, and blood or gene type. 
As you will see, though, racial categories are social con-
structions that vary over time and place.

In the Republic of South Africa, Blacks make up three quarters of the population, but 
they are still considered a minority group because they face racial discrimination 
and have far less access to economic power and privilege than the “majority” of 
White South Africans, who comprise 9% of the population. Residents fetch water at a 
community tap near Cape Town. 
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