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ETHNIC  IDENTITY

Ethnic identity refers to a set of characteristics by which an individual is recognizable as a member of a discrete group united by ties of blood and heritage.  Ethnic identity forms the core of national identity for most of the world's people.  Scholarly debates in global studies center on nature of ethnic identity--whether it is immutable and primordial or a social construction shaped by dynamic historical conditions and crafty ethnic politicians.  The fate of ethnic identity is also a key issue of debate in the current literature on globalization.   On the one hand, many observers argue that globalization erodes distinct ethnic identities by erasing boundaries that separate people and unleashing forces that would create a “global culture.”   Others argue that globalization reinforces exclusive ethnic identities as a more interdependent world exposes more visible difference through more frequent contact.  Furthermore,  as transnational migration has led to ethnic diversity across the globe, minority ethnic groups have asserted their rights and called upon their collective identities in order to build solidarity and to affirm their group’s claims to territory and to resources. This essay expands on the definition of ethnic identity and briefly examines the historical relationship between ethnic identity and national identity in the context of global studies. It then surveys alternative explanations for the role that ethnic identity plays in international relations.  Finally, it provides an overview of the debates over the effects of globalization on the continued role of ethnic identity in world politics.  
Ethnic Identity in World Politics
Ethnic identity refers to an individual’s identity with a group of people who share physical and/or cultural traits that signal a blood relationship or a common and enduring descent.  Beyond physical similarities, those characteristics include: a common language, common ancestry, and shared history, traditions, culture, religion, and/or kinship. When an individual recognizes that he or she shares these characteristics with others, unique individual and personal identities can dissolve, and a common identity with an enduring collectively can emerge.  
Although ethnic identities can manifest themselves simply as distinct cultural practices and institutions of a particular ethnic group (i.e. “Chinese” food, “Latin” music, the “German” language, the “Russian/Greek/Serbian” Orthodox Church), ethnic group identity has had profound political consequences in international relations.  In world politics, ethnic identity is often linked with claims to territory believed to be the exclusive “homeland” of a particular ethnic group.  The ideology that legitimates this claim is an exclusive nationalist doctrine that is sometimes referred to as "ethnic nationalism." Ethnic nationalism is the belief that the members of a particular ethnic group are a "nation"-- part of an extended family with intrinsic rights to a particular piece of land. They believe that other groups that might inhabit or claim that land do not have those same rights. This belief has particular emotive power, providing ethnic groups with a crucial source of solidarity while it reinforces ethnic identity.  
This  ethnic nationalist ideal has been largely realized across the globe.  In fact, the  current system of nation-states is, for the most part, the product of a violent process of ethnic separation or outright destruction of ethnic groups too weak to claim territories of their own.  In Europe, after massive population transfers in the wake of the two world wars, every state except two—Belgium and Switzerland--was designated as the territory of a single dominant ethnic group.  For much of the developing world, decolonization led to violent ethnic disaggregation and the creation of states with distinct ethnic identities through the exchange or expulsion of local ethnic minorities. Salient examples include India, Pakistan, Kashmir, and Israel.  During the Cold War, Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union, and Yugoslavia were the only multiethnic states in the Soviet bloc.  But at the cold war's end, each of these countries broke apart along ethnic lines, and their separate ethnic populations demanded a "homeland" of their own.  Sometimes they achieved that goal:  Czechs and Slovaks achieved it peacefully, Serbs and Croats achieved it through violent conflict.  In some areas, ethnic groups have settled for ethnic minority status--with its accompanying limited rights and opportunities-- in the "homeland" of a dominant ethnic group.  Examples include Hungarians in Serbia, Russians in Ukraine and the Baltic states, Turks in Germany, and Roma throughout the countries of Europe.  Some are still fighting for a separate homeland or control of land claimed by another ethnic group: South Ossetiaians, Abkhazis, Chechens, Kosovars, and Tibetans are prominent examples of self-identified ethnic groups seeking varying degrees of autonomy that would grant them a homeland of their own.  
The process by which ethnic identity groups achieve or wish to secure a homeland for themselves is far from complete. And that process is often violent when territory is contested.  When two or more exclusive ethnic groups with  emotional attachments to a piece of territory and claim the same homeland, they often resort to violent political struggle to determine whose homeland that territory will become.  In fact, since the end of World War II, ethno-cultural conflicts over land have become the most common sources of political violence in the world.   Many observers argue that “partition” is the most peaceful solution to these conflicts:  a state and piece of land for each ethnic group, i.e. the Palestinians, the Kosovars, and the Chechnyians.   But, given the multiplicity of ethnic groups in the world who seek a homeland they can call their own, there is not enough land to go around.   

Many scholars have sought explanations for the rise of ethnic nation-states, for the oppression of one or more ethnic groups by others, and for ethnic conflict over territory.  Two views dominate the debate:  the “primordialist,” and the “constructivist.”  The "primordialist" view  asserts that ethnic identity is part of our essential human constitution and that our desire to identify with a group whose characteristics we possess is simply reflexive.  Furthermore, the argument goes,  we as humans indentify ourselves in opposition to other ethnic groups: the urge to reject "the other" was encoded in our oldest human ancestors. That urge has often resulted in oppression of weaker ethnic groups by more powerful ones, as well as xenophobia, and violent “ethnic cleansing,” the removal of one ethnic group from the land by another group who wants exclusive rights to the same land.  The primordialist argument suggests that ethnic identity, with its markers of collective exclusivity, and tendencies toward xenophobia and intolerance are "natural" to the human condition. This explains the enduring role that ethnic conflict plays in world politics.
The “constructivist” argument, on the other hand, assumes that ethnic identity is malleable and dynamic rather than innate and unchanging.  This view asserts that ethnic identity--indeed any identity-- is "constructed" by social, political, and historical forces, and that individual identities change over time as social contexts change.  Furthermore,  people exhibit different identities in different contexts. Identities disappear and return (or are “re-invented”).  If, for example, an ethnic group is oppressed on the basis of ethnic identity, its members can either try to  assimilate into the dominant group, taking on its identity for their own, or they can try to intensify group solidarity and identity in an effort to resist and struggle for equal rights or political control for the benefit of their own ethnic group.  As equal civil rights have been granted to ethnic groups in the United States, for example, ethnic identity has gradually weakened, and there is little talk within those groups of achieving political autonomy.   Constructivists hasten to argue that this does not mean that ethnic identity has lost all meaning; it simply means that it has become one of the many ways that individuals in the United States identify themselves and that ethnicity does not form the core of national identity in most developed multi-ethnic societies.  They point out that in many world regions, ethnic groups sharing the same land, who once fought fiercely with one another, have also made peace, and different groups have found their loyalty transferred to a multi-ethnic nation.  Examples include Whites, Africans, and African ethnic groups in South Africa, Pomaks, Turks, and Bulgarians in Bulgaria, or the Chinese and the Malay in Malaysia.  Ethnic tensions continue in these places, as well as in the United States but apart from a few extremist notions, national identity is not linked to the belief that the nation is the "homeland" of one specific ethnic group.  In these examples, even if accumulated hatreds once fanned the flames of violent conflict, they were attenuated by alternative memories, more current experience, and institutional incentives. From the "constructivist" perspective, primordial explanations that call on "centuries of accumulated hatreds" cannot account for situations in which different ethnic groups coexist peacefully.

Some constructivists explain ethnic separation and conflict in multi-ethnic societies as a result of the manipulation of ethnic identity by "ethnic entrepreneurs" in the political process.  Ethnic entrepreneurs are politicians who appeal to a common ethnic identity in an attempt to gain support in their struggle for political power.  They often have the incentive and the opportunity to exploit ethnic cleavages under conditions of injustice that their co-ethnics experience.  "Bandwagoning effects"  can work to the ethnic entrepreneur's advantage, intensifying ethnic identity: if one person sees his co-ethnics agreeing with the rhetoric of an ethnic entrepreneur, the costs of agreement with and support for that political entrepreneur decrease. Indeed, the costs of not joining might go up if co-ethnics accuse non-supporters of group betrayal . Furthermore, when one ethnic group jumps on the ethnic bandwagon, other groups are motivated to jump on ethnic bandwagons of their own in order to balance against the first group's strength.  Ethnic identity is thus strengthened.  Constructivists point out that this is the process by which ethnic entrepreneurs were able to gain adherents in the republics of Serbia, Croatia, and Bosnia after 1989,  and why, for example, the separatist appeals of Abkhaz  and Sikh ethnic entrepreneurs resonated with significant elements of the populations in these regions in different historical periods.
The Impact of Globalization on Ethnic Identity


Many who believe that ethnic identity is "constructed" by large historical forces and reinforced by specific ethnic entrepreneurs have suggested that  under globalization, the concept of ethnic identity is eroding and that ethnonationalist states are unraveling.  Globalization, they argue, is dampening ethnic identity and weakening ethnic nationalism.  This is because the global spread of market imperatives, the growing universal importance of science and technology, and the global diffusion of information and ideas demand less identification with a specific ethnic group and  less attachment to homeland. As globalization intensifies, constructivists argue, the process of separating ethnic identity groups by rigid borders--so painfully achieved in the twentieth century-- is coming to an end.    Market imperatives  demand a common language, produce common behaviors, and create cosmopolitan identities.  The requirements of science, technology, and information create a demand for universal standards and language, which in turn requires the removal of obstacles to free communication across borders.  Progress in science and technology demands objectivity, impartiality, rationality, and open communication.  These forces eat away at national differences.   Societies have become more knowledgeable of one another as international travel has become faster, easier, and cheaper.  Different ethnic groups have come to appreciate one another as people, music, art, food, and film flow across weakened national borders. As goods, ideas, technology, culture, and information seep through national borders and a single market rationality entrenches itself throughout ethnic nationalist homelands, cultures are converging, and local ethnic identities are weakening. 

Primordialists often make two counterarguments.  First, some suggest that  globalization will have little impact on ethnonationalist identity because, with the global reach of the multinational corporation,  jobs can be brought to the workers instead of the workers to the jobs.  And with the rise of information technology and instant communication,  people in far flung nations can be part of technical, medical, legal, and other professional teams without leaving their homelands.  

Second, primordialists argue that the process of globalization can actually enhance the power of ethnic identity and exacerbate conditions that cause conflict among ethnonationalist states.  With its speed and ease of communication, globalization has decreased the world’s size. In a small world, interdependence means constant contact; the closer the contact, the more visible the differences; close contact gives groups more to fight about, and thus--the argument runs-- intense interdependence may actually stimulate belligerence. For the primordialist,  contact breeds contempt.  They point out, for example, that the integration of constituent republics of the former Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, including their mixed populations and economic interdependence, did not prevent the disintegration of these two countries into separate ethnic homelands. Many suggest that the industrialized West is not immune to these same primordial forces: Immigration has ignited conflict throughout Europe as it has turned homogeneous nations into heterogeneous societies with vast differences in appearance, wealth, values, and cultural practices. Native populations have often turned against these immigrants:  hate crimes against foreigners have multiplied in recent years, and European governments have taken increasing measures to plug leaks in porous borders.  In a world still dominated by ethnonationalist states, but marked by growing immigration, native populations and their governments assert their ethnic identity as they seek or try to keep states "of their own" for themselves.  

Within this context, both primordialists and those constructivist observers who focus on "ethnic entrepreneurs" also argue that, like any powerful movement for change, globalization encounters resistance.  Integration in the global economy—even if the result is net aggregate growth—creates economic winners and losers, both in the domestic and international economies.  Global economic forces can cause distinct cultural groups in multi-ethnic societies to suffer disproportionate economic hardships and gains and can cause some ethnonationalist states to prosper while others suffer. If economic hardship falls disproportionately on distinct cultural groups, economic grievances can be transformed into a resource for political mobilization. Groups with grievances are ripe for recruitment efforts by ethnic entrepreneurs.  Joerg Haider, for example, the former leader of Austria's extreme right wing party, was a popular ethnic entrepreneur, gaining particular support among Austria's unemployed native citizens as jobs disappeared with Austria's integration into the European and international economies.  His electoral campaign speeches portrayed immigrants as being responsible for both unemployment and increased public expenditure, as well as posing a threat to the preservation of Austrian ‘identity.'   Primordialists and constructivists alike  suggest that, although the forces of globalization may have created a cosmopolitan identity—particularly among elites—they have failed to erase and even deepened ethnic divides.  

Conclusion

The concept of ethnic identity and its power to unite large groups of people in their quest for land and resources is central to the study of world politics and to global studies more generally.  Certainly the world of the 21st century is still gripped by ethnic nationalism, ethnic tensions continue to simmer in many multi-ethnic societies, and ethnic identity is still at the heart of national identity throughout most of the world.    Scholars of global studies, however, disagree about the nature of that identity--whether it is innate or malleable and whether ethnic divides can or should be overcome. The phenomenon of globalization has sharpened those debates.  Globalization appears to be a double-edged sword.  It weakens the boundaries between nation-states as it increases their interdependence and promises to weaken the power of ethnic identity to shape global politics. But it also creates close contact between some formerly separate ethnic groups, and it creates winners and losers along ethnic divides.   Disappearing borders separating distinct ethnic groups can thus ignite ethnic conflict.  
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