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Ethnic categorization and labeling are questioned as abstractions of either
reality or accurate features of the persons or groups to which these labels are
attached. The author explores the polarizing and negative applications of
English language qualifiers relating to “race” and ethnicity, viewing them as
system-maintaining devices in service to the hierarchical structure of American
society. The essay concludes with some of Ernsts impressions of American
friendliness viewed as ritual.

Gisela Ernst grew up in Lima, Peru, coming to the United States in the 1980s
to study sociolinguistics and anthropology at the University of Florida. She is
an associate professor in the College of Education, Department of Teaching
and Learning at Washington State University.

Some of the most interesting questions are raised by the study of words whose
job it is to make things fuzzier or less fuzzy. (Lakoff 1972: 195)

H\:Am Saint Paul, 1 have seen the light. It happened while I was finishing my mas-
ter’s degree, when I was introduced to sociolinguistics; what 1 learned about lan-
guage, language use, and culture literally changed the direction of my career. 1 had
found an area of study that allowed me to grapple with the interplay of linguistic,
social, and cultural factors in human communication. During my doctoral program
at the University of Florida, I had the opportunity to think more deeply about why
people use language the way they use it and why language can be clear and precise.
At the same time, language often can be characterized by vagueness, ambiguity, and
imprecision.

Perhaps nowhere is the interplay of language and culture more “fuzzy” (to use
Lakoff’s term) than in the labels we use to define ourselves and others. In this
chapter I will share some of my experiences, and my subsequent reflections upon
those experiences, with the use of labels and terms used to refer to a person’s
ethnic, cultural, and racial background. Within this context 1 will share my feelings
about, and explore the connotations of, the made-in-the-U.S.A. label “Hispanic.”
Then T will explore the use of dichotomies and negative constructions in English.
These structures will be better understood by contrasting them to Spanish. This

102

Gisela Ernst 103

comparison will illustrate that the existence in English of extreme dichotomies can
often influence how native English speakers voice and manage their relations with
others. Finally, T would like to illustrate how some of us “foreigners” can often be
taken in by the friendliness of people in the United States.

ETHNIC LABELS: “1 CAME AS A PERUVIAN
AND IMMEDIATELY BECAME A HISPANIC”

I was a fortunate child who grew up in Lima, Peru. I was brought up in an upper-
middle-class environment, attended private schools, lived in a handsome neighbor-
hood, and was surrounded by a protected haven of mostly well-educated friends
and acquaintances. Like many others in Peru, I was a mestiza, the daughter of an
Austrian father and a Peruvian mother, the product ot GUTTer ol two conti-
fients, of two races. Like many others, I had European names and Peruvian looks,
spoke more than one language, and was proud to be a Peruvian who also had
knowledge about and appreciation for her father’s homeland.

In spite of my good fortune, I also encountered my share of problems, sorrow,
and broken dreams. This is why, like many others who leave their familiar lands in
search of better lives, I too left mine in search of el pais de mis suefos (the land of my
dreams). 1 had little money but lots of hope, confidence, and a clear sense of
national identity as a Peruvian woman. Therefore I set off happily, in June of 1985,
unaware of the need for “clear” labels to identify my ethnicity, race, and culture.
Soon after my arrival in Florida, I did what many other foreign students have to do
if they want to get into graduate school in the United States: fill out multiple forms.
Throughout this process 1 discovered two things: first, the momentousness of the
written word in this society, and second, the importance of race and ethnicity as
Torms of soctat ctasstfication fr the United States. 1t quickly dawned on me that my
avowed national identity was of little relevance to the society at large. I realized that
I was seldom considered a Peruvian but was most often either “Hispanic,” “legal
alien,” “Latino,” “Spanish-speaking,” “South American,” “Spanish,” or, what is
worse, “Other”! Within the context of official forms, institutionalized inquiries, and
government requirements, I was faced with having to find the appropriate label to
describe my nationality, culture, and background. The following question about eth-
nic origin will help illustrate my feeling of dubiousness, doubtfulness, and diffi-
dence as I attempted to answer what, for some, might be just another question on
a form.

Ethnic Origin (mark one)
__ White (not Hispanic origin)
___Asian or Pacific Islanders
__ Black (not Hispanic origin)
__ American Indian or Alaskan Native
__ Hispanic

Other

Not only did I find the emphasis on racial categorizations in the United States
perplexing, but I felt that the selection offered was limited and problematic. T felt
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that T had to summarize my nationality, ethnicity, upbringing, language, culture—in
sum, my whole existence—in one fixed and unappealing label. 1 was not only
appalled but also confused. For example, given the categories mentioned above, 1
could have marked the first option since I appeared “white” in both of my passports
(Peruvian and Austrian). Yet, at the same time, that option would be incorrect since
I am also what could be called “Hispanic.”

1 thought about marking “American Indian” or “Alaskan Native” since, in fact, I
was born in (South) America and there is some Indian blood in my mothers ances-
try (even though she might not want to admit to it). But these labels did not reflect
all my other influences: my mothers descent from Spain, my fathers Austrian and
German blood, and the fact that I do not speak the languages nor share the cultures
of Peruvian Indians. Because 1 had to use my European passport, on which I
appeared as “white” (it included my visa and my “alien” number), I felt that no
available categories encompassed my national and cultural identity.

My confusion grew as the smorgasbord of categories changed—from form to
form and from institution to institution, and I often found myself spending consid-
erable time trying to select the most appropriate label. After several months and
many more forms, I opted to leave the question unmarked (when possible) or to
mark “Other” (if there was such an option). On some occasions, depending on my
mood, when the question asked for “race,” 1 would write “Cocker Spaniel,” “German
Shepherd,” or “unknown” on the blank line next to “Other.” Because there often was
an indication that this information was optional, I did not feel any remorse for per-
haps skewing some demographic data. On the contrary, this simple act provided me
with an opportunity to show my dissent toward questions that limited my indi-
viduality to a generic label.

Do the classifications recognized by the U.S. Census Bureau offer us a useful way
of understanding our national and cultural experiences? Do terms such as black,
Asian American, and Hispanic have any real substance to them, or are they the cre-
ation of media czars and political impresarios? Lets examine the official definition
of Hispanic (according to the 1990 U.S. census):

A person is of Spanish/Hispanic origin if the person’s origin (ancestry) is Mexican,
Mexican-American, Chicano, Puerto Rican, Dominican, Ecuadorian, Guatemalan,
Honduran, Nicaraguan, Peruvian, Salvadoran: from other Spanish-speaking countries of
the Caribbean or Central or South America; or from Spain.

The ethnic label “Hispanic” began to be used heavily by state agencies in the early
1970s to refer to all people in this country whose ancestry is predominantly from
one or more Spanish-speaking countries. As a result, millions of people of a vari-
ety of national and cultural backgrounds are put into a single arbitrary category.!
No allowances are made for our varied racial, linguistic, and national experiences,
nor for whether we are recent immigrants, long-time residents, or belong to an
associated territory. Furthermore, using “Hispanic™ to refer to those who are of
Spanish-speaking origin can be problematic in that it excludes a considerable sector
of the population in Latin America for whom Spanish is not a first language. Many
“Hispanic” immigrants come from regions that are not necessarily predominantly
Spanish. This is the case of those who speak Nahuatl and Tiwa in Indian villages in
Mexico; Kanjobal and Jacaltec in the southern part of Guatemala; Quechua and
Aymara in the highlands of Peru and Bolivia; Guarani, Chulupi, and Mascoi in the

Chaco region of Paraguay; Tukano and Tuyukaf in the swamps of Venezuela and
Colombia; and others from predominantly non-Spanish-speaking regions. Thus,
given that their native language may not be Spanish, it is inaccurate to call these
people of “Spanish-speaking origin.” . 12

Furthermore, as Berkeley social scientist Carlos Munioz writes, the term Hispanic
is derived from Hispania, which was the name the Romans gave to the Iberian penin-
sula, most of which became Spain, and “implicitly emphasizes the white European
culture of Spain at the expense of the nonwhite cultures that have profoundly
shaped the experience of all Latin Americans” through its :w?mm_. to wnwsoﬁ_ammm
“the nonwhite indigenous cultures of the Americas, Africa, and \./m_m, 2?9 histori-
cally have produced multicultural and multiracial peoples in Latin \.»Emzn.w m.sa the
United States” (1989: 11). It is a term that ignores the complexities within and
throughout these various groups.

DICHOTOMIES AND NEGATIVE CONSTRUCTIONS:
“] DIDN'T REALIZE I WAS A MINORITY UNTIL I
CAME TO THE UNITED STATES”

As mentioned earlier, I always felt special and different among my fellow Peruvians.
However, it was only when I came to this country that a label for being different was
assigned to me: I became a minority! I must say that being _mv&mm as such has doﬁ
always been that bad; on occasion 1 have received some special treatment just
because I fit the category of minority. However, the term minority has heavy conno-
tations, especially when we realize that it signifies differences TQB those who make
up the majority in this county. In other words, my status was mmmﬂm:wm to me because
I am not part of the majority, so therefore I should be part of Em minority. The term
minority, like other terms used to identify people’s racial, ethnic, and cultural back-
grounds, is defined in opposition to another term. 4

The same can be said about the term Hispanic. In contemporary discourse the term
Hispanic has come to be used as a nonwhite racial designation. H.ﬁ is not unusual to
read or hear people use the terms whites, blacks, and Hispanics as if they ima.m BEA:-
ally exclusive when, in fact, the 1990 census states that 52 _umaammz of Im@mwﬁm
identify themselves as white, 3 percent as black, and 43 percent as other race.

The English language is constructed as a system of differences o_,mws_wma as
extreme dichotomies—white/black, majority/minority, good/bad, dark/fair, and so
on. The existence of this polarization influences how English speakers manage their
relations with others. Consider the case of qualifiers or adjectives. The heavy
emphasis on opposites often compels speakers of English to use one of two
opposite adjectives when formulating questions. As a HmmcF Uonw in the GESQ
States commonly use evaluative terms in questions and descriptions, and find it eas-
ier to be critical rather than positive or neutral. For example, let’s compare pairs of
adjectives in English and in Spanish:

English Spanish

old young viejo joven
long short largo corto
far near cerca lejos
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At first, it may seem as if both the English and Spanish pairs contain words that are
opposite in meaning but equal in their power to describe a point on a continuum.
However, this is not the case. Consider how the English adjectives are used in ask-
ing questions: “How old is he?” “How long is that ruler?” and “How far do we have
to go?” Questions are not phrased using the secondary term, as in “How young is
he?” (unless in reference to a baby or small child), “How short is that ruler?” and
“How near do we have to go?” In all of these' questions one of the terms is desig-
nated as the defining term—for age, old; for size, long; and for distance, far.

To the Spanish speaker, these same dichotomies do not have the same depend-
ent hierarchy; rather, these pairs enjoy symmetry. This weaker polarization of
Spanish pairs is evident in the way questions are phrased. In Spanish, “How old is
he?” becomes “;Qué edad tiene él?” which can be literally translated as “What is his
age?” The question “How long is that ruler?” becomes “;Cudnto mide esa regla?”—
that is, “What’s the measurement of that ruler?”—and so on. In Spanish, the empha-
sis is placed on the middle ground of the continuum rather than on one of its ends.

"Thus;one important aspect of opposing adjectives in English is that the primary
term appears as the defining term or the norm of cultural meaning, while the
secondary term is much more specific or derives its meaning from its relation to the
first one. Examples of the “good-bad” dichotomy help to illustrate this point. If you
ask a friend to help you with a new software program, you will probably say, “How
good are you with MacMisha 5.1?” rather than “How bad are you with MacMisha
5.1?” That is, the use of the term good reflects a more general qualifier, while the use
of the term bad already suggests that something is not good; thus this latter term is
more specific (in a negative sense).

This same polarity can be applied to some of the qualifiers used in discussing
issues of race and ethnicity. For example, in the case of pairs of labels, as in
white/black, majority/minority, resident/nonresident, white/colored, and
American/other, the defining term of the norm is given by the primary term; the sec-

( ondary term represents what is different, alien, or abnormal.

The negative precision of English qualifiers yields a linguistic base for qualifying
as negative whatever appears to be different. Thus, the labels and distinctions made
E%E}sx, and_racial groups vmwmncmﬁm a hierarchical system where
some groups are the norm while the others, by defa not fit the norm.

RITUAL INTERACTIONS:
“PEOPLE ARE INCREDIBLY FRIENDLY!”

My brother, who recently visited me from Peru, shared with me his thoughts about
American friendliness after spending two days wandering around a large north-
western city. He was taken aback by the Pacific Northwest because he found people
to be “incredibly friendly.” He went on to say that during his three-week stay in this
part of the country, a number of people on the street, on the road, and in the parks
had smiled or said “hello” to him. He found it “kind of strange because you just
don’t see that in Lima, New York, Vienna, or Paris.” I was a bit taken aback myself
when T heard the story, thinking to myself, “Is the difference tangible?” After pon-
dering a moment, I answered my own questions, “Absolutely!” There’s a unique,
friendly spirit you find throughout the Pacific Northwest. I think we sometimes lose
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sight of that fact. When you live something every day, there’s a chance you'll start
taking it for granted. My brother’s comments were somewhat of a wake-up call for
me and reminded me of my first months in the United States.

Although at that time I was in northern Florida, I can recall having similar
feelings about this unusual kind of friendliness. I clearly remember feeling incredibly
special when someone would welcome me to the town, ask me how I was feeling, and
wish me a pleasant day. Furthermore, I still remember how shocked I was when an
auto mechanic spent almost two hours trying to install a tiny plastic hook in the door
of my 1966 VW bug and charged me only $1.50 for the part. And, in perhaps the
most startling demonstration of American “friendliness,” I vividly recall how, just two
months alter my arrival in this country, a smiling police officer said, “Welcome to
America” after she gave me two (undeserved, [ must add) traffic tickets.

Instances like these remind me of an incident recounted by British-born jour-
nalist Henry Fairlie in an article entitled “Why I Love America™:

One spring day, shortly after my arrival, 1 was walking down the long, broad street of a
suburb, with its sweeping front lawns (all that space), its tall trees (all that sky), and its
clumps of azaleas (all that color). The only other person on the street was a small boy on
a tricycle. As I passed him, he said “Hi"—just like that. No four-year-old boy had ever
addressed me without an introduction before. Yet here was this one, with his cheerful
“Hi!” Recovering from the culture shock, I tried to look down stonily at his flaxen head,
but instead, involuntarily, I found myself saying in return: “Well—hi!” He pedaled off,
apparently satisfied. He had begun my Americanization. (1983: 12)

For Fairlie the word “Hi!” had an important meaning:

(1 come from a country where one can tell someone’s class by how they say “Hallo!” or
“Hello!” or “Hullo,” or whether they say it at all.) But [in America] anyone can say “Hi!”
Anyone does.

Like my brother and Henry Fairlie, [ was also very impressed with the friendli-
ness of people in this part of the globe, in particular the friendliness and concern of
store clerks and waiters, who would often introduce themselves by their first names
and treat me in a casual, friendly manner, even asking how I was feeling today. I was
really taken by this caring manner. 1 remember thinking, How can you not feel
special in this great nation if everyone is always trying to see if you are okay? In
Lima, where everyone is in a hurry (and sometimes trying to take advantage of
others), store clerks and waiters barely say “thank you,” if they speak to you at all.
And of course, as a customer, you would not spend time chatting or exchanging
greetings with those who are in such unsuccessful positions.

One day, however, 1 was struck by a somewhat sad discovery: What 1 thought
was true concern and friendliness was just a ritual interaction. On that day, I had
just learned that Max, my roommate’s Golden Retriever, was at a veterinary hospital;
he had been run over by a car. On my way home, I stopped by the grocery store to
get some milk. As on other days, a friendly clerk checked my groceries, and when
she asked me, “How are you?” I responded, “A bit sad.” To my surprise, the friendly
clerk said, “Great! Have a nice day.” After a few seconds of puzzlement, 1 grabbed
my paper sack and left the store. Later, my roommate, a native Floridian, explained
that this type of greeting was routine and that stores often require their employees
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to display “extreme friendliness” with customers. It was only after this explanation
that 1 realized that the caring tone used by clerks and others working with the
public was routine chat, part of a ritual exchange.

“Ritual exchanges such as “How are you?” "I'm fine, thank you,” “Nice meeting
you,” “Hope you have a nice day,” and other similar phrases are, like any ritual
exchange, more about form than substance. In other words, questions and answers
are (or should be) the same, regardless of the participants in the interactions and
their feelings. In the above incident, even though I responded candidly with an
unscripted answer to the customary “How are you” questions, I got a conventional
short and scripted answer.

Mr‘m brevity and formulaic aspects of these ritual exchanges, 1 believe, have little
to do with whether people are friendly or not. Rather, this behavior might be related
to an informal, egalitarian approach to others characteristic of American culture. It
“might also have to do with the brevity, informality, and practicality that characterizes
the American style of communication (which, by the way, reminds me of the
typical monosyllabic answers that I receive from my students when I ask even
complex questions: “Sure,” “OK,” or “Nope”).

Ritual interactions, like many other aspects of language and communication, vary
from culture to culture and from country to country. This becomes evident when
contrasting the little and often impersonal ritual exchanges of Americans with the
long and personal ritual interactions of Peruvians. In Peru, ritual exchanges like
those mentioned above are not as common as in the United States. When they do
occur, however, one generally asks about family members’ health. On these occasions,
one needs to be accurate in one’s questioning and attentive in one’s listening, not
only in terms of asking about the appropriate family members (for instance, not ask-
ing a widow about her husband’ health), but also in relation to the substance of the
answer (for example, showing some empathy when someone mentions an illness in
the family).

SOME FINAL THOUGHTS

The study of communication and miscommunication across cultures is a relatively
new area of research and one that holds much promise in terms of what it can teach
us about language and intercultural communication. In this piece I have shared my
experiences and reflections about the powerful role played by some terms and
ethnic labels in the construction of people’s social identity. In addition, I have also
discussed some aspects of face-to-face interaction that vary from culture to culture
and, as in the case of ritual interactions, provide fertile ground for miscommunica-
tion. My intent has been not only to illustrate how individual misunderstandings
emerge but also to signal how these interactional processes reproduce and reinforce
larger patterns within a society.

All in all, my years in the United States have for the most part unfolded like a
dream. Sure, I encountered some problems, misunderstandings, and barriers, and
often I had to adjust my expectations and appeal to my flexibility in order to keep
going. But then, that is life. I am still learning about how to survive in this, my new
home, and in the process I am trying to figure out why we use language the way we
use it and why language can make things [uzzier and or less fuzzy. ”
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NOTE

1. Ethnic labels, like all names, are constructs, abstractions of a reality. In this
respect, social scientist Suzanne Oboler (1995) argues that perhaps the inevitable
use of ethnic labels includes singling out particular socially constructed attributes,
‘Whether related to race, gender, class, or language. The attributes are assigned to
be common to the group’s members and used to homogenize the group—regardless
of whether this designation corresponds to the reality of the group to whom
the label is attached.
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Why are there problems with the designation “Hispanic™

2. What is the original derivation of the word Hispanic, and why is the contemporary
use of the word incorrect?

3. How do the English and Spanish languages differ in relation to the primacy of
defining terms? Which language is more culturally accurate, positive in content,
or sensitive?

4. What did Professor Ernst eventually learn about the true cultural meaning of
“extreme friendliness” in America?



