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The “Racial Turn” in the Study of American Immigration and
Ethnic History

WU Bin

( Institute of American Studies Northeast Normal University Changchun Jilin 130024 China)
Abstract: The “racial turn” was an academic trend that became popular in the United States after the
1960s which had affected many disciplines and had a transnational influence especially on American immi-
gration and ethnic history. The rise of the “racial turn” was due to the scholars’ dissatisfaction of the tradi—
tional “assimilation paradigm” that dominated the writing of American immigration and ethnic history. It was
also driven by the American civil rights movement large—scale foreign immigration multiculturalism and the
awakening of ethnic consciousness in the 1960s and 1970s. One of the manifestations of the “racial turn” was
the emergence of a large number of influential Asian and Hispanic historiography which to a large extent
subverted the previous writing of American immigration history centered on white people. At the same time
the academic circle had also started to study “whiteness” which had promoted the enrichment and deepe—
ning of the history of traditional white immigrant groups. However the “racial turn” also has problems such
as unclear definitions of core concepts and insufficient empirical evidence and there is a tendency to move
towards “colored ethnocentrism”.

Key words: racial turn; immigration and ethnic history; whiteness; assimilation paradigm
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