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Series Preface

Anthropology is a discipline based upon in-depth ethnographic
works that deal with wider theoretical issues in the context of
particular, local conditions – to paraphrase an important volume
from the series: large issues explored in small places. This series
has a particular mission: to publish work that moves away from
an old-style descriptive ethnography that is strongly area-studies
oriented, and offer genuine theoretical arguments that are of interest
to a much wider readership, but which are nevertheless located and
grounded in solid ethnographic research. If anthropology is to argue
itself a place in the contemporary intellectual world, then it must
surely be through such research.
We start from the question: ‘What can this ethnographic material
tell us about the bigger theoretical issues that concern the social
sciences?’ rather than ‘What can these theoretical ideas tell us about
the ethnographic context?’ Put this way round, such work becomes
about large issues, set in a (relatively) small place, rather than
detailed description of a small place for its own sake. As Clifford
Geertz once said, ‘Anthropologists don’t study villages; they study
in villages.’
By place, we mean not only geographical locale, but also other
types of ‘place’ – within political, economic, religious or other
social systems. We therefore publish work based on ethnography
within political and religious movements, occupational or class
groups, among youth, development agencies, and nationalist
movements; but also work that is more thematically based – on
kinship, landscape, the state, violence, corruption, the self. The
series publishes four kinds of volume: ethnographic monographs;
comparative texts; edited collections; and shorter, polemical essays.
We publish work from all traditions of anthropology, and
all parts of the world, which combines theoretical debate with
empirical evidence to demonstrate anthropology’s unique position
in contemporary scholarship and the contemporary world.
Professor Vered Amit
Dr Jon P. Mitchell
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Preface to the Third Edition

It would be an exaggeration to claim that our entire way of thinking
about ethnicity and nationalism has changed since the second edition
of this book was completed in 2002, but it cannot be denied that
research agendas have moved on and shifted somewhat in response
to changing historical circumstances; new themes have been
introduced, and some old themes have been rephrased, sometimes
for the better. A few new topics in this edition, dealt with cursorily or
not at all in the first two editions of this book, are cultural property
rights, the role of genetics in the public understanding of identification, commercialisation of identity, and the significance of the
internet. Arguments about globalisation, hybridisation and the need
for a more inclusive concept of identity politics have been developed
further, as have the sections about the relative degree of group
cohesion, the role of culture in ethnic identification, the concept
of race, and migration. Apart from these fairly major revisions, I
have updated the text and made minor changes where necessary.
As always, I am grateful to my students, colleagues and translators
to languages other than English for their encouragement, but
also for pointing out inconsistencies, debatable points, lacunae
and incomplete arguments, and I have done my best to deal with
relevant objections.
Oslo, November 2009
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Preface to the Second Edition

The manuscript for the first edition of this book was completed
in the summer of 1992, that is a decade ago; during the SerbianCroatian war, a year and a half after the Gulf War, in the midst
of the transition of the European Community into the European
Union, in the early days of the Rushdie affair, and shortly after the
regime changes in Eastern Europe. It seems a very long time ago.
The worlds of academia and of identity politics change rapidly in
this era of accelerated change, and this revision is long overdue.
Although ethnicity studies in anthropology may have peaked,
quantitatively speaking, some time in the 1980s, the concerns that
initially animated Ethnicity and Nationalism remain at the core of
the discipline: reflexive identity and social change, identity politics,
social complexity and group dynamics. Although new research
agendas focusing on transnationalism, hybridity and globalisation
(in the 1990s, this word was all over the place!) were developed,
the more general issues remain relevant.
This edition has been extensively revised and updated. New
research and new theoretical agendas have been taken into account,
and I have often seen the need (sometimes prompted by critical
remarks from colleagues) to clarify and rephrase vague or misleading
formulations; in one or two cases, I have also taken the liberty of
changing my mind. Moreover, a new chapter has been added on
multiculturalism, culture and rights, a major recent research topic
and a public preoccupation in many countries.
I would like to take this opportunity to thank Pluto Press for
their continued support of my work, and my postgraduate students
for bringing so much intriguing ethnographic material to my desk.
Oslo, February 2002
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Preface to the First Edition

This book was written thanks to an invitation from Richard Wilson
and Pluto Press. Upon receiving the invitation, I believed I would not
have the time to undertake the task. Having reflected on the matter,
I quickly realised I would be unable not to. I have not regretted this
decision: it has been a pleasure to work on this book, which deals
with a topic about which I feel great enthusiasm.
The study of ethnicity and nationalism forms the empirical focus
of much contemporary anthropological research, and it has also
been instrumental in raising theoretical and methodological issues of
great importance, as well as providing models for understanding the
contemporary world. Ethnic relations can be identified in virtually
every society in the world and, contrary to much popular opinion,
they may just as well be balanced and peaceful as they may be
violent and volatile. Social anthropology is unique among the social
sciences in offering a variety of research methods to investigate these
phenomena, while simultaneously providing theoretical concepts
and models that enable us to understand, account for and compare
diverse ethnic phenomena.
Several people have been involved – wittingly or unwittingly – in
the process of writing this book. Richard Wilson and Leif John Fosse
have both read the entire manuscript critically, and their comments
have been enlightening and very useful. Several of my colleagues
and students have commented on ideas and concepts, especially
concerning the relationship of ethnicity to gender and class. My
former teachers at the Department and Museum of Anthropology,
University of Oslo – Eduardo Archetti, Harald Eidheim and Axel
Sommerfelt – should also be acknowledged for having taught me,
among other things, that ethnicity is not self-explanatory. Finally,
a nod of recognition must be directed towards the people who
invented word processing, which enables authors to remain in total
command of their own work until it is completed.
Oslo, June 1993

x
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1
What is Ethnicity?

It takes at least two somethings to create a difference … Clearly each alone is – for
the mind and perception – a non-entity, a non-being. Not different from being, and
not different from non-being. An unknowable, a Ding an sich, a sound from one
hand clapping.
Gregory Bateson (1979: 78)

Words like ‘ethnic groups’, ‘ethnicity’ and ‘ethnic conflict’ have
become common terms in the English language, and they keep
cropping up in the press, in TV news, in political discourse and
in casual conversations. The same can be said for ‘nation’ and
‘nationalism’, and it has to be conceded that the meaning of these
terms frequently seems ambiguous and vague.
There has been a parallel development in the social sciences. In
the last few decades, there has been an explosion in the growth of
scholarly publications on ethnicity and nationalism, particularly in
the fields of political science, history, cultural studies, sociology and
social anthropology. This growth is probably only paralleled by the
explosion in studies featuring the terms ‘globalisation’, ‘identity’
and ‘modernity’, which incidentally refer to phenomena closely
related to ethnicity and nationalism. The relationship of ethnicity to
other forms of collective identification, including gender, local and
religious identity, will be discussed in the final chapters of this book.
In social and cultural anthropology, ethnicity has been a main
preoccupation since the late 1960s, and it remains a central focus
for research today. Although I hope the relevance of this book
extends beyond the confines of academic anthropology, it is built
around the contributions of anthropology to the study of ethnicity
and kindred phenomena. Through its dependence on long-term
fieldwork and its bottom-up perspective on social life, anthropology
has the advantage of generating first-hand knowledge of social life at
the level of everyday interaction. To a great extent, this is the locus
where ethnicity is created and re-created. Ethnic relations emerge
and are made relevant through social situations and encounters, and
through people’s ways of coping with the demands and challenges
1

Eriksen EAN3 01 text 1

07/07/2010 16:47

2  ethnicity and nationalism

of life. From its vantage point right at the centre of local life, social
anthropology is in a unique position to investigate these processes
at the micro level, although it needs to be supplemented by other
approaches such as history and macrosociology in order to develop
a full picture of ethnicity and nationalism.
Anthropological approaches, moreover, enable us to explore the
ways in which ethnic relations are being defined and perceived by
people; how they talk and think about their own group and its salient
characteristics as well as those of other groups, and how particular
worldviews are being maintained, contested and transformed. The
personal significance that ethnic membership has to people can best
be investigated through that detailed on-the-ground research which
is the hallmark of anthropology. Finally, social anthropology, being
a comparative discipline, studies both differences and similarities
between discrete inter-ethnic situations and settings. It is thereby
capable of providing a nuanced and complex vision of ethnicity in
the contemporary world.
An important reason for the current academic interest in
ethnicity and nationalism is the fact that such phenomena have
become so visible in many societies that it has become impossible
to ignore them. In the early twentieth century, a leading social
theorist such as Max Weber discarded ‘ethnic community action’
(Gemeinschaftshandeln) as an analytical concept, since it referred to
a variety of very different kinds of phenomena (Weber 1980 [1921]).
Weber also held that ‘primordial phenomena’ like ethnicity and
nationalism would decrease in importance and eventually vanish
as a result of modernisation, industrialisation and individualism.
Many early to mid-twentieth-century social scientists shared this
view. However, it was eventually proven wrong. In fact, ethnicity,
nationalism and other forms of identity politics grew in political
importance in the world after the Second World War, continuing
into the twenty-first century.
Wars and other armed conflicts in the 1990s and 2000s have
typically been internal conflicts, and many of them – from Sri
Lanka and Fiji to Rwanda, Congo and Bosnia – could plausibly be
described as ethnic conflicts. An influential theory of geopolitical
conflict from the post-Cold War era even claims that future conflicts
would largely take place in ‘the faultlines’ between ‘civilizations’
(Huntington, 1996), although this particular view has been argued
against on empirical grounds (Fox, 1999). Ethnic or nationalist
struggles for recognition, power and autonomy, however, often takes
a non-violent form, like in the Québecois independence movement
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in Canada. Moreover, in many parts of the world, nation-building
– the creation and consolidation of political cohesion and national
identity in former colonies or imperial provinces – is high on the
political agenda.
In a very different kind of context, ethnic and national identities
have become fields of contestation following the continuous influx
of labour migrants and refugees to Europe and North America,
which has led to the establishment of new, permanent ethnic
minorities in these areas. Since the Second World War, and especially
since the 1970s, indigenous populations such as Inuit, Sami, Native
Americans and Australian Aborigines have organised themselves
politically, and are demanding that their ethnic identities and
territorial entitlements should be recognised by the state. Finally,
the political dynamics in Europe has moved issues of ethnic and
national identities to the forefront of political life since the 1990s.
At one extreme of the continent, the erstwhile Soviet Union split
into over a dozen states, most of them based on ethnic and linguistic
identities. With the disappearance of the strong socialist state in
the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, issues of nationhood
and minority problems emerged with unprecedented force. At the
other extreme of the continent, the reverse appears be happening,
as the nation-states of Western Europe have been moving towards
a closer economic, political and possibly cultural integration within
the framework of the European Union, since the early 2000s. But
here, too, national and ethnic identities have become important
issues in recent years, as witnessed, for example, in the growth of
right-wing nationalist parties at the European elections in 2009.
Many Europeans fear that cultural standardisation following tight
European integration will result in the loss of their national or
ethnic identity. Others, who take a more positive view of such
processes, welcome the possibilities for a pan-European identity to
replace ethnic and national ones in a number of contexts. During
the electoral campaign preceding the first Danish referendum on the
Maastricht Treaty in June 1992, one of the main anti-EU slogans
was: ‘I want a country to be European in.’ This slogan suggested that
personal identities were intimately linked with political processes
and that social identities, for example as Danes or Europeans, were
not given once and for all, but were subject to negotiation. Both of
these insights are crucial to the study of ethnicity. At the same time,
debates about multiculturalism and the integration of immigrants
have also, from a different perspective, raised important questions
about national identity.
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This book will show how social anthropology can shed light on
concrete issues of ethnicity; what questions social anthropologists
ask in relation to ethnic phenomena, and how they proceed to answer
them. In this way, the book will offer a set of conceptual tools which
go far beyond the immediate interpretation of day-to-day politics in
their applicability. Some of the questions that will be discussed are:
• How do ethnic groups remain distinctive under varying social
conditions?
• Under what circumstances does ethnicity become important?
• What is the relationship between ethnic identification and
ethnic political organisation?
• Is nationalism always based on ethnicity?
• What is the relationship between ethnicity and other forms of
identification, social classification and political organisation,
such as class, religion and gender?
• What happens to ethnic relationships in situations of rapid
social and cultural change?
• In what ways can history be important in the creation of
ethnicity?
• What is the relationship between ethnicity and culture?
This introductory chapter will present the main concepts to be
used throughout the book. It also explores their ambiguities and
thereby introduces some principal theoretical issues.
THE TERM ITSELF
Writing in the 1970s, Glazer and Moynihan argued that ‘[e]thnicity
seems to be a new term’ (1975: 1), pointing to the fact that the
word’s earliest dictionary appearance is in the Oxford English
Dictionary in 1972. Its first usage is attributed to the US sociologist
David Riesman in 1953. The word ‘ethnic’, however, is much older.
It is derived from the Greek ethnos (which in turn derived from
the word ethnikos), which originally meant heathen or pagan (R.
Williams, 1976: 119). It was used in this sense in English from
the mid fourteenth century until the mid nineteenth century,
when it gradually began to refer to ‘racial’ characteristics. In
the United States, ‘ethnics’ came to be used around the Second
World War as a polite term referring to Jews, Italians, Irish and
other people considered inferior to the dominant ‘WASP’ group
(White Anglo-Saxon Protestants). None of the founding fathers
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of sociology and social anthropology – with the partial exception
of Weber – granted ethnicity much attention. In early modern
Anglophone sociocultural anthropology, fieldwork ideally took
place in a single society and concentrated on particular aspects of
its social organisation or culture (Eriksen and Nielsen, 2001). British
anthropology in the tradition of Radcliffe-Brown or Malinowski,
moreover, tended to favour synchronic ‘snapshots’ of the society
under study. With its emphasis on intergroup dynamics, often in
the context of a modern state, as well as its frequent insistence on
historical depth, ethnicity studies represents a specialisation which
was not considered particularly relevant by the early twentiethcentury founders of modern anthropology.
Since the 1960s, ‘ethnic groups’ and ‘ethnicity’ have become
household words in Anglophone social anthropology, although, as
Ronald Cohen (1978) remarked more than thirty years ago, few
of those who use the terms bother to define them. In the course
of this book, I shall examine a number of approaches to ethnicity.
Many of them are closely related, although they may serve different
analytical purposes. Sometimes heated argument arises as to the
nature of the object of inquiry and the appropriate theoretical
framework. All of the approaches of anthropology nevertheless
agree that ethnicity has something to do with the classification of
people and group relationships.
In everyday language the word ‘ethnicity’ still has a ring of
‘minority issues’ and ‘race relations’, but in social anthropology
it simply refers to aspects of relationships between groups which
consider themselves, and are regarded by others, as being culturally
distinctive. Although it is true that ‘the discourse concerning
ethnicity tends to concern itself with subnational units, or minorities
of some kind or another’ (Chapman et al., 1989: 17), majorities
and dominant peoples are no less ‘ethnic’ than minorities. This will
be particularly evident in chapters 6–8, which discuss nationalism
and minority–majority relationships.
ETHNICITY AND RACE
A few words must be said initially about the relationship between
ethnicity and ‘race’. The term ‘race’ has deliberately been placed
within inverted commas in order to stress that it is not a scientific
term. Whereas it was for some time fashionable to divide humanity
into four main races, and racial labels are still used to classify people
in some countries (such as the USA), modern genetics tends not to
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speak of races. There are two principal reasons for this. First, there
has always been so much interbreeding between human populations
that it would be meaningless to talk of fixed boundaries between
races. Second, the distribution of hereditary physical traits does
not follow clear boundaries (Cavalli-Sforza et al., 1994). In other
words, there is in many respects greater genetic variation within a
‘racial’ group than there is systematic variation between two groups.
Third, no serious scholar today believes that hereditary characteristics explain cultural variations. The contemporary neo-Darwinist
views in social science often lumped together under the heading
‘evolutionary psychology’ (see e.g. Buss, 2005), are with few
exceptions strongly universalist; they generally argue that people
everywhere have the same inborn abilities, and that interesting
variations exist at the level of the individual, not that of the group.
Concepts of race can nevertheless be relevant to the extent that
they inform people’s actions; at this level, race exists as a cultural
construct, whether it has a biological reality or not (see also Banks,
1996: 54; Jenkins, 2008: 23–4). Racism, obviously, builds on the
assumption that personality is somehow linked with hereditary
characteristics which differ systematically between ‘races’, and in
this way race may assume sociological importance even if it has no
‘objective’ existence. Social scientists who study race relations in
Great Britain and the United States need not themselves believe in
the objective existence of racial difference, since their object of study
is the social and cultural relevance of the notion that race exists,
in other words the social construction of race. If influential people
in a society had developed a similar theory about the hereditary
personality traits of red-haired people, and if that theory gained
social and cultural significance, ‘redhead studies’ would for similar
reasons have become a field of academic research, even if the
researchers themselves did not agree that redheads were different
from others in a relevant way. In societies where ideas of race are
important, they must therefore be studied as part of local discourses
on ethnicity.
Should the study of race relations, in this meaning of the word,
be distinguished from the study of ethnicity or ethnic relations?
Pierre van den Berghe (1983) does not think so, but would rather
regard ‘race’ relations as a special case of ethnicity. Others, among
them Michael Banton (1967), have argued the need to distinguish
between race and ethnicity. In Banton’s view, race refers to the
(negative) categorisation of people, while ethnicity has to do with
(positive) group identification. He argues that ethnicity is generally
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more concerned with the identification of ‘us’, while racism is more
oriented to the categorisation of ‘them’ (Banton, 1983: 106; cf.
Jenkins, 1986: 177). This would imply that race is a negative term
of exclusion, while ethnic identity is a term of positive inclusion.
However, ethnicity can assume many forms, and since ethnic
ideologies tend to stress common descent among their members,
the distinction between race and ethnicity is a problematic one,
even if Banton’s distinction between groups and categories can be
useful (see chapter 3). Nobody would suggest that the horrors of
Yugoslavia and Rwanda in the 1990s were racial, but they were
certainly ethnic – in other words, there is no inherent reason why
ethnicity should be more benign than race. Besides, the boundaries
between race and ethnicity tend to be blurred, since ethnic groups
have a common myth of origin, which relates ethnicity to descent,
which again makes it a kindred concept to race. It could moreover
be argued that some ‘racial’ groups are ethnified, such as American
blacks who have gradually come to be known as African-Americans;
but also that some ethnic groups are racialised, as when immutable
traits are accorded to ethnic minorities; and finally, there are strong
tendencies towards the ethnification of certain religious groups, such
as European Muslims. Formerly known by their ethnic origin, they
are increasingly lumped together as primarily ‘Muslims’. Finally,
Martin Barker’s notion of new racism (Barker, 1981; cf. also Fenton,
1999: chapter 2) seems to elide the distinction. The new racism
talks of cultural difference instead of inherited characteristics, but
uses it for the same purposes; to justify a hierarchical ordering of
groups in society.
The relationship between race and ethnicity is complex. Ideas
of ‘race’ may or may not form part of ethnic ideologies. It could
nevertheless be argued that the main divisive mechanism of US
society is race as opposed to ethnicity. Discrimination on ethnic
grounds is spoken of as ‘racism’ in Trinidad and as ‘communalism’
in Mauritius (Eriksen, 1992a), but the forms of imputed discrimination referred to can be nearly identical. On the other hand, it is
doubtless true that groups who look different from majorities or
dominating groups may be less liable to become assimilated into the
majority than others, and that it can be difficult for them to escape
from their ethnic identity if they wish to. However, this may also
hold good for minority groups with, say, an inadequate command of
the dominant language. In both cases, their ethnic identity becomes
an imperative status, an ascribed aspect of their personhood from
which they cannot escape entirely.
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In the first two editions of this book, I concluded that race could
simply be seen as a form of ethnicity; a subset of ethnic variation
where the physical appearance of different groups or categories is
brought to bear on intergroup relations. In the US, the term ‘visible
difference’ is often used to this effect. However, I have revised my
position somewhat since then, and have come to believe in the utility
of keeping the two concepts apart.
Ethnicity is a wider concept than race, as pointed out by Richard
Jenkins (2008: 23). Quite clearly, there exist important ethnic
differences which are not thought of as ‘racial’ in the sense of
being based on group-specific, immutable characteristics. On the
other hand, as argued by Peter Wade (2002), Michel Wieviorka
(1997) and others, the boundary between what is perceived as
natural, biological differences between groups, and acquired,
cultural differences is often fuzzy in practice. Ethnic differentiation frequently entails, to a greater or lesser extent, the existence
of folk notions of inborn group differences that are assumed to
explain some cultural differences.
On the other hand ethnicity can arguably exist without
accompanying notions of race, as witnessed among people of
European descent in the USA, which often maintain ethnic (or
national) identities as Germans, Italians, Irish, etc. without implying
any form of genetic determinism. The case of Bosnia is also an
obvious one in this respect, as Bosnian Muslims, Catholics and
Orthodox (Bosniacs, Croats and Serbs) maintain ethnic differences
with no reference to separate ‘racial’ origins. But could it equally
well be said that race can exist without ethnicity?
It may be no coincidence that Wade (1997, 2002), one of the
strongest defenders of the view that race and ethnicity should be
kept conceptually apart, is a Latin Americanist. In the countries
of South and Central America, the relationship between race
and ethnicity is complex, and the two kinds of distinctions are
only partly overlapping. The conventional view is that ‘the study
of blacks is one of racism and race relations, while the study of
Indians is that of ethnicity and ethnic groups’ (Wade, 1997: 37).
Although this contrast does refer to different forms of social classification, with distinctive analytical implications, the boundary
is fuzzy. In Brazil, the black–brown–white continuum in terms of
pigmentation is a dimension of classification which has an obvious
class element which may indeed overrule phenotype (wealth ‘makes
people paler’), but which does not imply the existence of separate

Eriksen EAN3 01 text 8

07/07/2010 16:47

what is ethnicity?

9

ethnic categories based on cultural distinctiveness, as is the case
with Brazilian Indians.
The North American situation, while different from the Brazilian
one, reflects a similar complexity and ambiguity in the relationship
between race and ethnicity. Whereas Brazilians have a great number
of terms used to designate people of varying pigmentation, the
‘one-drop principle’ prevalent in the USA entails that people are
either black or white, and that ‘a single drop of black blood’ (sic)
contaminates an otherwise pale person and makes him or her black.
Conversely, ethnic identity in the USA is, as mentioned above,
not necessarily correlated with ‘race’. At the same time, AfricanAmerican identities are associated with social solidarity and specific
sets of shared practices and values, thus resembling ethnic identities.
A final point is the fact that discrimination based on presumed
inborn and immutable characteristics (race) tends to be stronger
and more inflexible than ethnic discrimination which is not based
on ‘racial’ differences. Members of a presumed race cannot change
their assumed inherited traits, while ethnic groups can change their
culture and, ultimately, become assimilated into a dominant group.
To conclude, race and ethnicity should be seen as kindred terms
which partly overlap. Notions about cultural uniqueness and social
solidarity tend to be stronger with respect to ethnic categorisations,
while the idea of biological, nowadays dubbed ‘genetic’, difference is
stronger in racist thought and practice. Strictly speaking, members
of a ‘race’ do not need to have specific shared cultural characteristics in order to be subjected to the same treatment by others.
Although members of an ethnic category generally assume that they
have the same origins, current commonalities at the level of culture
and social integration tend to be more important as sources of
solidarity and collective identification. As later chapters will show,
ideas about ‘racial purity’ may or may not be invoked as part of
the ideological toolkit justifying ethnic cohesion, but notions of
biological or genetic uniqueness are not a necessary component of
ethnic identity, just as ideas of common cultural heritage do not
necessarily enter into discourses of racial difference.
ETHNICITY, NATION AND CLASS
The relationship between the terms ‘ethnicity’ and ‘nationality’
is nearly as complex as that between ‘ethnicity’ and ‘race’. Like
the words ‘ethnic’ and ‘race’, the word ‘nation’ has a long history
(R. Williams, 1976: 213–14) and has been used with a variety
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