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Unpacking Ethnoracial Violence
Categorization, Classification, and Valuation  
in Comparative Perspective

Aliza Luft

Abstract: This article offers three recommendations for research-
ers who study comparative race and human brutality, doing so in 
dialogue with Loïc Wacquant’s recent “A Checkerboard of Ethno
racial Violence.” The first pertains to the importance in research 
on ethnoracial violence of distinguishing between categorization, 
classification, and valuation processes. The second pertains to 
the importance of testing how biologized and essentialized clas-
sification schemes influence violence, in comparison to those that 
are more fluid and malleable. The third pertains to the process 
of selecting cases for comparative analyses on race and violence. 
Each recommendation is intended to extend Wacquant’s “checker-
board” by further exploring how macro-level dynamics of racial-
ization and violence influence micro-level cognitive, relational, 
and situational dynamics on the ground. Each is therefore inter-
connected with the other two, with the second building on the 
first, and third building on the first and second.

Keywords: categories, classification, genocide, methods, race, 
valuation, violence

On the heels of his insightful “Resolving the Trouble with ‘Race’” 
(2022), which follows a long body of work questioning how socio
political understandings of race manifest in practice and for a range 
of practices (e.g., Wacquant 1997, 2003, 2010), Loïc Wacquant’s “A 
Checkerboard of Ethnoracial Violence” (2023) advocates for research 
that examines the intersections between ethnoracial domination and 
human brutality.
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To be clear, a substantial and expanding body of scholarship—some 
of it already quite extensive—addresses the intersections of racism with 
imperialism, colonialism, and modernity; with capitalism and systems 
of economic and physical exploitation; and with policing, ghettoization, 
and incarceration, among other domains. “Checkerboard,” however, 
assembles a grid organized by directionality, scale of actors involved, 
degree of spectacularization, and type of classification for scholars to 
use when considering their own puzzles on these subjects and on more 
extreme forms of violence, such as genocide. Consequently, Wacquant 
provides an additional significant contribution to research on race and 
violence that avoids some of the tendencies of scholarship in this area 
to assume that the intersection between racialization and violence is 
“explosive” (2023: 81) and provides tools for researchers to examine 
how, when, and why this intersection becomes explosive instead.

The following sections present three recommendations and associ-
ated questions derived from Wacquant’s “Checkerboard” that I urge 
scholars specializing in the study of comparative race and human bru-
tality to contemplate when investigating these topics.

The first recommendation concerns the need to differentiate among 
categorization, classification, and valuation processes. The second 
pertains to the significance of biologized and essentialized categories 
for violence, as opposed to more flexible and malleable classification 
schemes. The third regards the selection of cases for purposes of com-
parison. Each suggestion, along with its corresponding questions, is 
interconnected and builds upon the other two.

Categorization, Classification, Valuation

My first recommendation is simple but of maximal importance for 
scholars studying violence and race: categorization and classification 
are not the same thing, nor is valuation, which is often, though not 
always (cf. Brubaker 2015: 11), related.1 To be clear, categorization 
refers to practices that create boundaries, to practices of delineation 
and division, to “lumping and splitting” (Zerubavel 1996), to parsing 
people animals, objects, and events into distinct kinds through the 
selection of shared characteristics that serve as identifying traits. Such 
features are then used to differentiate a particular kind of human, 
animal, object, or event from another kind. All animals engage in 
categorization, but only humans are born without the category knowl-
edge that we use to comprehend our social world (Luft 2020: 7). Hence, 
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categorization creates groups, and social categorization creates social 
groups (Brubaker 2015; Brubaker et al. 2004; Lakoff 1987; Macrae and 
Bodenhausen 2000; Smith 1990; Zerubavel 1996).

Classification concerns the attributions of meanings to categories. 
The purpose of classification is to designate content to different groups. 
It is the substance of the vision applied to the division (Bourdieu 1989; 
Bowker and Star 1999). Classification therefore provides information 
about the categories that were formed on the basis of select features 
into groups. Beyond different categories’ distinguishing characteristics, 
classification furnishes them with notions regarding the nature of the 
human, the animal, the object, or the event in question. Hence, social 
classification helps us make inferences about people on the basis of 
culturally acquired ideas we have been taught about them, which influ-
ences how we react, relate to, and interact with them in turn (Brubaker 
et al. 2004; Kunda 1999).

Valuation concerns the hierarchical ranking of categories (kinds) 
based on the classifications (meanings) that are attributed to them. 
Though all social classification schemes may, in theory, be nominal 
(that is, merely descriptive of substantive characteristics), most often 
they are tied to ordinal judgments (classification schemes that rank 
people on the basis of how their characteristics are valued) (Fourcade 
2016). Valuation also influences how we react, relate to, and interact 
with people, since we typically treat those to whom we accord higher 
value better and those to whom we accord lower value worse. Structur-
ally and interpersonally, communities tend to disrespect and withhold 
access to symbolic and material resources from those who are consid-
ered not simply different from them in substantively meaningful ways 
but also who are perceived as less than (Brubaker 2015: 42–43; Lamont 
2012, 2018; Menjivar 2023).

Now consider Wacquant’s first elementary form of racial domina-
tion in a given regime of ethnoracial rule: “Categorization,” Wacquant 
writes, is “classification filled with prejudice, bias, and stigma” (2023: 
82). Yet these are three different things: applied to one of the best-
studied examples of racialization and violence in US history, that of 
the transatlantic slave trade and the Euro-American enslavement of 
Africans and their descendants. The category is identifiable by the 
traits said to mark the former versus the latter as distinct (phenotype, 
especially skin color, and myths of distinct biology); the classification 
scheme is identifiable by the meanings assigned to these categories 
(people with dark skin and a supposedly different biology than whites 
were considered lazy, lewd, unevolved, beastly / ape-like, and less 
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sensitive to physical pain); and the valuation of the category, which 
hinges in part on the classification scheme (but also serves to justify it; 
cf. Fields 1990) is identifiable by how those meanings are judged and 
by whom (negatively by white slaveholders, who justified the enslave-
ment and dehumanizing treatment of Africans by classifying them 
according to the stereotypes mentioned, codifying this classification 
scheme into law, and naturalizing it—or at least, striving to—through 
an array of abusive practices).2 “Race is the child of racism, not the 
father,” writes author Ta-Nehisi Coates (2015: 7), “and the process of 
naming ‘the people’ has never been a matter of genealogy and physi-
ognomy so much as one of hierarchy.”

Why does it matter that we make these distinctions? For scholars 
of human brutality, as well as comparative scholars of race, I suggest 
that it matters precisely because these three practices—categorization, 
classification, and valuation—can, and often do, come together or apart 
in ways that matter for ethnoracial violence. Moreover, examining how 
these practices and the dynamics between them change can provide 
insight into how ethnoracial violence unfolds, as well as who partici-
pates in it and who resists it.

Consider another, less-familiar case: the 1994 Rwandan genocide. 
Early theories of the genocide, scholarly and popular alike, tended to 
characterize the mass murder of Tutsi perpetrated by majority Hutu as 
an outcome of long-simmering intergroup antagonism (e.g., Melvern 
2004: 7–8). Some attributed this antagonism to Belgian colonialists’ 
social construction of racialized cleavages that generated anger and 
resentment, which then simmered and festered until the “time bomb” 
went off decades later, causing genocide (e.g., Prunier 1995: 39). Others 
argued that “racialized prejudice” magnified by more immediate 
economic and political crises caused Hutu to kill Tutsi in 1994 (e.g., 
Uvin 1997). Most recognized, accurately, that Hutu and Tutsi were 
social categories whose content (that is, the classification schemes ap-
plied to them) changed depending on politics and economics, which 
shaped social relationships, including valuation practices, in turn (e.g., 
Mamdani 2001).

Yet a second wave of scholarship on the Rwandan genocide that 
emerged in the early 2000s found that the dynamics of violence in 
Rwanda did not follow this tidy narrative of racial category construc-
tion, classification, and valuation during colonialism, other forms 
of domination in the decades thereafter (including those listed in 
Wacquant’s “Checkerboard,” e.g., discrimination), and eventual 
mass murder. For example, rather than motivated by a belief in racist 
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ideology, Hutu most often killed Tutsi under duress from local mili-
tary and political leaders, while intragroup ties and social pressures 
influenced mobilization processes (Fuji 2009; McDoom 2013; Mironko 
2004; Straus 2006). Moreover, racist and dehumanizing propaganda 
had, at best, a minimally persuasive effect (Yanagizawa-Drott 2014). 
Few Rwandans had direct radio access, and the majority of RTLM’s 
(Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines) dehumanizing propaganda 
that framed Tutsi as cockroaches did not air until most of the violence 
had already occurred (Straus 2007; for an argument on how dehuman-
ization actually mattered for the genocide, see Luft 2023). Hutu also 
shifted their behaviors throughout the genocide, from killing to desist-
ing and even saving Tutsi and back again (Fuji 2009; Jessee 2019; Luft 
2015). Violence was not consistent, though there is reason to believe 
that it became so over time (Luft 2023; McDoom 2020). Perhaps most 
significantly, the majority of Hutu did not kill Tutsi (Straus 2004). Many 
saved them (Fox and Brehm 2018; Thomson 2018). And although it is 
only implicit in some of the scholarship just mentioned, I suggest that 
each of these findings is made possible by pulling apart practices of 
categorization, classification, and valuation and questioning their as-
sumed link to behavioral practices in genocide.

The fact of behavioral variation, for example, shows that although 
the category “Tutsi” was classified by political authorities as signifying 
dishonest, wily outsiders and “cockroaches”3 along with the valuation 
of “bad” and “threatening,” some Hutu (a) believed that Tutsi were a 
distinct social category but did not perceive them as threatening cock-
roaches or being as so bad or threatening that they should kill them; 
some Hutu (b) believed that Tutsi were a distinct social category and 
perceived them as threatening and bad but still did not feel that they 
should kill them; and some Hutu (c) believed that Tutsi were a dis-
tinct social category, were threatening and bad, and that they should 
kill them. Internal variation in the speed and timing of the genocide 
(McNamee 2018; Nyseth Brehm 2017) suggests that also, in all these in-
stances, there was a distinction between perception, desire, and action. 
People who wanted to kill did not immediately kill, and many did not 
want to kill at all.

Further studies indicate that some Hutu did not perceive Tutsi as so-
cially different before the genocide in any politically meaningful way; 
hence, the category Tutsi mattered but not very much (in fact, for some 
the core political cleavage was between Hutu in South-Central and 
Northern Rwanda) (Luft and Thomson 2023: 112). Testimonies with 
perpetrators and rescuers also provide evidence that both Hutu who 
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killed and Hutu who rescued Tutsi had heard of Hutu–Tutsi distinc-
tions before the genocide, but it was not relevant before the genocide 
for their own relationships (e.g., USC Shoah Foundation testimonies 
no. 52062, 52066, 55532, 57984). Finally, high intermarriage rates in 
parts of Rwanda (e.g., Mamdani 2001: 4) further suggest that there was 
variation in how categorization, classification, and valuation worked 
on the ground. There was a strong and intentional campaign perpe-
trated by Hutu extremists to mobilize all Hutu to kill all Tutsi as a ra-
cialized threat in Rwanda, but how this manifested in practice varied, 
with there being consequences for how people made choices during 
the genocide.

Hence, recognizing the distinctions between categorization, classifi-
cation, and valuation opens multiple avenues for scholars of compara-
tive race and human brutality to explore in future work. For example: 
When and why are certain social categories and classification schemes 
central to a conflict created? Who believes in them? Who resists them? 
Why? When and why does the content attributed to social categories 
change, for whom, and with what consequences? When and why do 
people shift how they evaluate social categories and their content or 
refuse efforts to impose new classification and valuation schemes? 
When people act violently along ethnoracial (or other) category lines, 
why do they do so? Is it because they believe in the classification and 
valuation schemes associated with these categories or for other reasons 
(e.g., Kalyvas 2003)? Do people change their beliefs about and percep-
tions of social categories over time in ways that matter for violence? 
Do they change them as a result of participating in violence (e.g., Luft 
2023)? When does violence unify people who share a social category 
and when do people who share a social category resist the violence 
committed in their [category] name, to preserve values they suppos-
edly hold, and/or their social status?

These are merely a few questions provided by pulling apart catego-
rization, classification, and valuation in the study of race and violence. 
By contrast, when we assume that categorization entails classification 
filled with prejudice, bias, and stigma, we miss asking about the dy-
namics between and among these important practices. I believe that 
these are some of the most important dynamics of any (potential) 
genocide and should be of central interest to social scientists interested 
in understanding ethnoracial categorization and human brutality.
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Fixity vs. Fluidity

My second recommendation guided by Wacquant’s “checkerboard” 
concerns the assumption in popular thinking and scholarly research 
that when the social cleavages along which violence is organized 
become racialized—that is, “based on descent or membership in 
exclusive imagined categories”—violence is likely to be greater and 
broader than when violence is organized around “gradational class 
systems with multiple fuzzy categories” (2023: 87). Importantly, in 
this understanding, racialization as such refers to a practice, not a 
category of analysis, since, as Wacquant and others have noted, what 
is called “race” is practiced differently in different parts of the world 
and at different moments in time (e.g., Davis 2010; Dikötter 1997, 2008; 
Fredrickson 2016; Loveman 1999, 2014; Roth 2012; Schwartzman 2021; 
Zakharov 2015), and even at the same time and place but in different 
ways—what Julian Go calls “contemporaneous polysemy” (2004: 37).4 
Race is sometimes a descent-based category but not always.

Yet this assumption (that the racialization of social cleavages 
uniquely produces mass violence), as Wacquant here also notes, should 
in fact be a hypothesis tested through comparative research (2023: 87). 
The comparisons, if possible, should also include both positive and 
negative cases, since far too often comparisons sample on the de-
pendent variable (genocide, for example) and then go backwards to 
“prove” that racial-as-essentializing logics are necessary for violence 
on a massive scale to take place. Once a social category and its associ-
ated attributes are classified as fixed and negative, the argument goes, 
a society has no choice but to eliminate them by killing them off.

In his helpful study that uniquely compares two sub-Saharan states 
where genocide occurred (Rwanda, Sudan) with three where it could 
have but did not (Côte D’Ivoire, Mali, Senegal), Scott Straus (2015) 
complements the above view by showing that the likelihood of geno-
cide increases when a state’s founding narrative designates a primary 
identity-based population that it serves and when situational factors 
heighten perceptions of threat. I would briefly like to present a differ-
ent kind of comparison of two cases where civilians were murdered 
in state-sponsored violence on a massive scale but where the classifi-
cation scheme underlying the categorical distinction in one case was 
fixed and in the other case was fluid. The cases are the Nazi German 
Holocaust and Stalin’s collectivization campaign in the 1930s Soviet 
Union. In comparing these cases, I aim to show how, although similar 
and seemingly fixed identity terms were used in both to categorize 
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victims in opposition to the primary identity-based population, the 
meanings of these terms varied in important ways that extend the 
question of how classification and, hence, ideology matter for mass 
state violence.

The Nazi and Soviet governments both used dehumanizing animal 
metaphors to classify those whom they perceived as threats. Nazi state 
documents, for example, characterized Jews as “bacillus-carriers of 
the plagues” (Noakes and Pridham 1988: 1065); propaganda compared 
Jews to “the tapeworm in the human organism” (Aronsfeld 1985: 14); 
and Joseph Goebbels declared that “the Jews have to be killed off like 
rats” (1985: 48). During Stalin’s rule in the Soviet Union, supposed ad-
versaries were characterized by Chief Procurator Andrej Vishinsky as 
“dogs,” “reptiles,” “predatory beasts,” “vermin,” and “lice” (Weitz 2003: 
56), and by Stalin himself as “bloodsuckers, spiders, and vampires” 
(Van Ree 1993: 56). Party representatives slurred “wealthy” peasants 
(or kulaks) as “avaricious, bloated, and bestial,” and as “leeches” and 
“vampires” (Mann 2005: 323). On the surface, it appears that Nazis and 
Stalinists employed comparable dehumanizing rhetoric to justify com-
parable acts of violence with comparable outcomes (Leader Maynard 
and Luft 2023: 2).

Yet these similarities are superficial. Nazi Germany’s animalistic 
dehumanization was ingrained in its broader ideological framework, 
which held that different social groups were biologically constituted 
and ranked as more or less inferior to the Übermensch, the German 
Aryan master race. Jews, in particular, were classified as a parasitic 
race that harmed the health of higher races (Herf 2006; Steizinger 
2018). These notions regarding racial health and biology contributed 
to the societal marginalization and state-sanctioned genocide of Jews 
during the Holocaust (along with the mass murder of disabled persons, 
Sinti and Roma, and Slavs, among others). Moreover, Nazi violence 
was organized according to these classifications: individuals were sub-
jected to violence solely on the grounds that they were biologically 
inferior Üntermenschen.

In contrast, despite Stalin’s tendency to describe his Bolshevik Party 
and its perceived enemies with animalistic metaphors (Van Ree 1993), 
Marxist-Leninist ideology in the Soviet Union rejected the classification 
of humans according to race and biological hierarchies. Additionally, 
although certain individuals were subjected to violent state persecu-
tion on the basis of kinship ties, prominent Soviet officials consis-
tently rejected this “biological approach,” as it was referred to at the 
time (Priestland 2007: 326–328). The predominant focus of Stalinist 
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violence was directed toward specific categories of ‘socially harmful 
elements’—individuals rumored to be involved in political conspira-
cies against the state, as well as suspect national minorities accused 
of collaborating with hostile powers (Harris 2016).5 As a result, rather 
than invoking notions of biological inferiority, perpetrators rational-
ized their violence as a necessary response to perceived conspiratorial 
behavior and security threats (Vatlin 2016; Viola 2017).

The comparison of these two cases does not imply that the use of an-
imalistic metaphors in the Soviet Union was empty rhetoric, although 
it was used less often than in Nazi Germany. Rather, within the dis-
tinct cultural contexts of the Nazis and Stalinists, the meaning of this 
rhetoric differed: in the former, it invoked ideologically thick theories 
of racial-as-biological inferiority, whereas in the latter it expressed in a 
more conventional and ideologically thin manner of political contempt 
and disgust for those identified as political enemies (Leader Maynard 
and Luft 2023: 2). Investigating these differences therefore matters be-
cause variation in meanings—despite commonalities in form—may 
be associated with variation in the behavioral consequences of ani-
malistic dehumanization at the individual or collective level (Leader 
Maynard and Luft 2023: 2–3).

I therefore agree with Wacquant’s suggestion that scholarship on 
genocide should pay greater attention to “the kind of racialization at 
work” (2023: 87) and would proceed further: we should also consider 
the possibility that nonracial (that is, gradational) classification sys-
tems can produce similar scales of violence, including when the state 
identifies a primary identity-based population, and, rather than seek-
ing to understand them as racialized because of their outcomes, seek 
to understand them within their own cultural context to explain how 
they were used to produce such massive horrors (Hirsch 2002; Leader 
Maynard and Luft 2023). This would be a different and fruitful way 
of comparing positive and negative cases whereby the negative case, 
in this instance, refers to a case where there was not a specifically 
ethnoracial logic to the escalation of violence but violence escalated 
to horrific levels nonetheless. We know much more about how race 
ideologies contributed to Nazi crimes than about how class ideologies 
enabled, shaped, and conditioned the perpetration of violence in the 
former Soviet Union (Viola 2013).6
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Case Selection

The above-mentioned comments inevitably lead to my third sugges-
tion, which is brief: researchers who specialize in the comparative 
study of race and human brutality should specify the criteria they use 
to select cases for investigation. Should scholars look for and compare 
across similar practical categories (e.g., social categories called “race,” 
wherever they may be), similar analytical categories (e.g., social cate-
gories that are based on descent, whatever they are called; cf. Morning 
and Maneri 2022), cases that have been legally categorized as a par-
ticular kind of violence (e.g., genocides), cases that have not legally 
been categorized as the same but that seem to follow a similar pattern 
or logic (e.g., genocide according to the 1948 UN Genocide Convention 
and the California Indian Catastrophe, 1846–1873; cf. Madley 2017), 
and so on?

These questions matter in part because both the paradigms of re-
search on race in US social science and research on human brutality 
(especially genocide) have been heavily influenced by particularly pe-
culiar cases. The study of race and racism, as Wacquant (1997: 223–224; 
2022: 71) notes, frequently relies on US twentieth-century conceptual-
izations of race as the foundation for comparing and comprehending 
race across time and space. The study of genocide, meanwhile, tends 
to overwhelmingly consider the Holocaust as paradigmatic despite 
its numerous distinctions from most instances of mass state violence 
(Solomon 2023: 9).

While it is fine to employ and examine highly influential and even 
exceptional examples of race and brutality in research on these sub-
jects (indeed, I do so myself), scholars in all instances should em-
pirically define the phenomena they are studying prior to engaging in 
comparative research, rather than rely on popular understandings of 
the phenomena to influence their terrain. Our theories will undoubt-
edly fail to generate specific predictions and to produce sound and 
cumulative knowledge on race and violence if we do not specify the 
empirical criteria we use to select them.

Conclusion

Wacquant’s urging for greater scholarly collaboration between human 
atrocity researchers and comparative race scholars is spot-on. Such 
collaboration, I believe, could yield more and better theories—that is, 
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more precise ones—concerning the conditions that either facilitate or 
restrict the escalation of racialized violence. Hence, my suggestions 
herein are meant to complement Wacquant’s “checkerboard” by prob-
ing further into how macro-level dynamics of racialization and vio-
lence shape micro-level cognitive, relational, and situational dynamics 
on the ground. As mass killing proliferates in ongoing conflicts around 
the globe, more work on these topics is sorely needed.
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Notes

	 1.	For an extended discussion of these differences, see Luft (2020: 7–9).
	 2.	The “striving to” here is important: as with any analysis of efforts to 

institutionalize and naturalize a racial and racist classification scheme, 
one must avoid solely taking the oppressor’s perspective; in response to 
racial domination, there has always been resistance.

	 3.	Crucially, the term “cockroach” (in Kinyarwanda, Inyenzi) had a history 
in Rwanda prior to the genocide and was not always a derogatory term 
used to characterize all Tutsi. For example, it originally referred to Tutsi 
rebels who attacked Rwanda in the 1960s, then became associated with 
the RPF-Inkotanyi, another mostly Tutsi rebel group that invaded Rwanda 
in 1990 and instigated a civil war, as well as with their accomplices and 
sympathizers (the RPF—Rwandan Patriotic Front—is currently Rwanda’s 
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ruling party), and it was then extended by extremists to apply to all Tutsis 
as a social group as well as Hutu opposed to them (Ruzindana 2013: 
154–155).

	 4.	Of course, I would be remiss not to mention that global and historical 
racisms, both ideological and structural, learn from and influence each 
other, as well (cf. Bonnett 2018; Goldberg 2009; Suzuki 2021).

	 5.	Importantly, this brief summary does not account for how understand-
ings of targeted populations shifted over time. Official Stalinist discourse 
defining “the enemy” was constantly changing, while officials at various 
levels frequently distorted these definitions to suit their own purposes 
(Getty and Naumov 1999). Likewise, the distinction between victims con-
sidered suspicious because of their potential behaviors and those whose 
suspicion was based on ethnonational criteria was not always so neat 
(Getty, personal conversation).

	 6.	Though see Viola (2017) for pioneering work on the perpetration of vio-
lence during the Great Terror (1936–1938).
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