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		Abstract

		The article addresses the tension between views of racial identity that are premised on its inherent subjectivity (personal choice) and those that assume its objective (and verifiable) nature (fraud). The fraud perspective arises out of the administrative necessities for accurate racial classification in federal anti-discrimination laws and other programs that consider race. The personal choice perspective is a consequence of efforts to disassociate racial identity from the oppressive uses of race and recast it as a matter of personal autonomy. It has been championed most vigorously in the context of the Decennial Census.    

Unfortunately, both approaches have had significant deficiencies. Even though self-identification allows the individual with the most complete information to make the racial classification, it also creates opportunities for manipulation and abuse. In contrast, third-party determination of race deals poorly with its socially constructed nature and is tainted by its historical association with the oppression and exploitation of various racial minority groups. Neither approach manages to address the contingency of racial identity over time and in different social contexts.    

I argue that a functional approach that distinguishes between physically descriptive, expressive affiliative, and social/regulatory conclusive meanings would avoid the deficiencies of the choice and fraud frameworks. I apply this framework to race conscious and remedial programs, the Census, and a select number of instances that arise in non-governmental settings. 
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