The principle of racial segregation underpinned the apartheid system in South Africa. Since the establishment of the post-apartheid regime, one of the most progressive constitutions in the world has been adopted and the possibility of moving beyond the pain and hatred of the apartheid era has been secured in part by the activities of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.

Race is a term with common currency in everyday language and is often assumed to describe biological differences. In fact, there is no scientific basis for the concept. Race is sociologically important because of the processes of racialization, the process by which understandings of race are used to classify individuals or groups of people within society.

Ethnicity refers to the cultural practices and outlooks of a given community, which identifies them as a distinctive group.

The term ‘black’ to describe an individual or group has a complicated history. Initially its connotations were racist, but through the ‘black rights’ movement it became adopted by some as a positive identity. ‘Black’ was used by some scholars and activists to describe any individual or group subject to a shared experience of racist oppression. More recently, this use has been questioned, as it erases real differences in the experiences of different minority groups.

The term ‘minority group’ doesn’t simply describe a numerical minority within a broader population. To be part of a ‘minority’ is to be a disadvantaged group with some shared sense of identity.

Prejudice is holding beliefs which prejudge members of a group, typically based on limited information and stereotypes. The psychological process of displacement directs feelings of hostility against objects that are not the real origins of those feelings.

Discrimination refers to actual behaviour towards a group. Racism is prejudice based on racialized differences. It is possible to hold a prejudiced view but not discriminate on the basis of it; similarly, it is possible to not be personally prejudiced but to act in a discriminatory manner (especially if operating bureaucratic rules which institutionalize discrimination). 

‘New racism’ – sometimes called cultural racism – uses the idea of cultural differences to exclude certain groups.

Ethnocentrism is a suspicion of outsiders combined with a tendency to evaluate other cultures in terms of one’s own culture.

Group closure describes the ways in which groups maintain boundaries that separate them from other groups. It is often associated with attempts to secure a favourable allocation of resources to a group.

Models of ethic integration include: assimilation – when immigrants are expected to give up their own culture and adopt the culture dominant in their new society; the ‘melting pot’, which is based upon the mixing together of different cultural traditions to produce new cultural forms; and cultural pluralism, which  arises when different ethnic groups maintain their cultural differences whilst participating in the broader life of the society. Multiculturalism stresses that these different groups should exist as equals.

Ethnic cleansing is the creation of an ethnically pure area through the mass expulsion of members of other ethnic populations. Genocide is the systematic elimination of one ethnic group by another.

Increasingly, conflicts around the globe are based on internal divisions between ethnic groups rather than between nations.

Immigration to and within the British Isles has occurred throughout recorded history. The upheavals of industrialization saw a great movement of people from the Celtic fringe and, more generally, from rural areas into the developing industrial centres. Immigration from the near continent occurred throughout modern times and was given extra impetus by those fleeing Nazi oppression in the 1930s. The period following the Second World War saw planned immigration from Commonwealth countries.

The 1960s saw calls for immigration control in Britain. Legislation from that time until the present has reduced the rights of Commonwealth citizens seeking to migrate to Britain.

Under international treaty, Britain is obliged to accept refugees seeking asylum. Regulations have been increasingly tightened, creating both a greater number of refused applications for asylum and an increase in the number of asylum-seekers held in detention centres. Surveys find that the population of Britain consistently and hugely overestimates the number of refugees and asylum-seekers in the country and the extent of the financial support that they receive

Ethnic minority groups account for about 8 per cent of the British population. Increasingly, members of these groups were born in Britain rather than being immigrants themselves. This population is concentrated in the most densely populated urban centres. Patterns of inequality in both employment and housing are complex. Some ethnic minority groups are doing better than the white majority and others far worse. Patterns for male and female employment show specific differences.

Members of ethnic minority groups are overrepresented in the criminal justice system both as offenders and victims (but not as officials). There is survey evidence of racist attitudes among police officers and claims of institutional racism within the police force. ‘Stop and search’ policies have been a particular cause for concern, as people from visible minority groups have been over-subject to this policy. Following the Macpherson Report, this situation improved, but fears of terrorism have again increased the likelihood of Asians being subject to it.

The new migration within Europe has seen a movement from East to West as the Iron Curtain fell, and also a movement of refugees from the former Yugoslavia as they sought to avoid ethnic conflict at home. An ethnic unmixing has occurred in the countries of the former Soviet Union, as ethnic Russians seek to move to Russia. Movement between EU states has increased, as citizens now have the right to work in any EU country. Border controls within the EU have been reduced by some states. Illegal migration to the EU is a problem, particularly for Italy, as nationals from Albania, the former Yugoslavia, Turkey and North Africa attempt the sea crossings. 

Trade in human migrants has become a fast growing aspect of organized crime.

Four models of migration describe the main global population movements since 1945: the classic model – nations of immigrants extending citizenship to newcomers; the colonial model – where former imperial powers accept migration from former colonies and extend citizenship rights; the guest workers model – immigrants accepted on temporary basis as workers but gain no citizenship rights; and illegal forms of immigration – immigrants enter illegally and manage to exist outside the realm of official society.

Four trends look likely to shape migrations in coming years: acceleration in numbers on the move; diversification of types and reasons for migration; globalization, as migration involves more countries as both senders and recipients; feminization, as the global labour market seeks domestic and sex workers.

Migration involves both ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors: migrants may feel pushed by poverty or political oppression and/or pulled by greater religious and political freedoms or improved economic conditions.

Diaspora describes the scattering of an ethnic population from its homeland into foreign areas, often in forced conditions. 

