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I00 THEORIES OF ETHNICITY

immigrants chose to compete as individuals rather than as a group, in the
belief that the pay-offs would be the greater this way. An immigrant might
well believe that he or she would be better off were all immigrants to get
together and compete as a group. Someone would have to organize the
group, since others would find it in their interest to be free-riders. The
prospective organizer would then have to contend with the Hechter equa-
tion.* Would the benefits of collective action be sufficient to compensate him
or her for the effort involved in organizing it?

As Laitin observes, immigrant families often want their children to be
introduced to the cultural traditions of their familial homeland. They are
accustomed to particular rituals and ceremonies as ways of marking the
stages of the life cycle. Other peoples’ rituals do not have the same meaning
for them. They want to maintain their own rituals, ceremonies and fiestas as
ways of marking the phases of the calendar. Who among them is to assume
the burden of organizing such events? My point is that there is an inter-
relation between the capacity of a group to compete collectively in the public
sphere, such as taking up a stand regarding language maintenance, and their
collective organization in the private sphere. As Mancur Olson® has taught us,
collective action is often a by-product of an organization established for some
other purpose. A group which has its own private festivities will be more
solidary in its dealings with other groups, so one way of promoting group
competition is to begin in the private sphere.

The position in Catalonia suggests that there may be a contrast in this
respect between an immigrant group and the settled population. The immi-
grants may have come alone or as nuclear families, disposed to compete on
an individual basis. The settled population is more likely to see them as an
entity and to respond cooperatively to their presence. Collective action
among the settled population could therefore be subject to lower costs than
among the immigrants, and less vulnerable to free-riding. Malays would
dispute that such a conclusion can be applied in their country because they
see Chinese Malaysians as cooperating more successfully with one another
than they are able to do. (Their perception may not be accurate, and may
reflect only a general tendency for individuals to perceive a competitor group
as more cooperative than their own.®

These accounts of Petalingjaya and Catalonia point to a process by which
ethnic boundaries are often dissolved. Some situations continue to evoke
ethnic alignment, but the pattern of social relations changes with the intro-
duction of new relationships, such as those deriving from motoring, the
market for consumer goods, paying taxes, using new technology, and many
kinds of employment, which are seen as independent of ethnic definitions.
Twenty-eight years ago I argued that it can be helpful to conceive of roles as
arrayed on a scale. At one end are basic roles, like those of gender, which are
relevant in many or most situations. At the other end are those roles which
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are largely independent of other relationships, such as those created by leisure
time pursuits. The scale records the relative frequency with which a particular
role is socially relevant.” In circumstances of ethnic tension, such as those of
the former Yugoslavia, ethnic roles that have been towards the middle of the
scale have been pushed up to the basic end.® At other times ethnic roles may
move towards the independent end because other definitions have become
relatively more potent. Ethnic definitions can lose ground to other social
definitions, such as those of religion, class, nation or friendship. They can also
weaken if self-interest is allowed greater legitimacy at the expense of social
obligation. Change in ethnic relations often comes about not because people
change the value they place upon association with co-ethnics, but because
they change their ideas about which relationships are to be governed by
ethnic norms. The research in Petalingjaya suggests that the consumer
market can be a solvent of ethnic particularism.

Actor and observer models

A name, or a person’s appearance, can be a sign of a role that person is
expected to play. How do we decide whether a name or some other feature of
a person is a sign of an ethnic role? How is it to be distinguished from a sign of
a national role? To answer these questions it is best to begin by comparing
what we think of conventionally as ethnic and national roles with other
ascribed roles, such as those of race and gender.

There is no way in which we can tell a priori the extent to which respon-
dents in Petalingjaya took the names Ah Kow and Ahmad as signs of ethnic,
national and religious roles. This is an empirical question. The significance
given to a name or other attribute will vary from one subject to another and
from one situation to another. The social scientist, however, seeks criteria for
distinguishing ethnic from national and religious significance in empirical
research. To sort out what is entailed, it is best to begin by differentiating two
kinds of models of the social structure: those of the actor and the observer.
The resident of Petalingjaya rarely employs any concept of ethnicity. He or
she uses a practical language embodying proper names, such as Malay,
Chinese, and Indian. Anyone who speaks this lJanguage knows that persons
assigned to these categories vary in their cultural distinctiveness. In the
languages they use, the costume they wear, the use they make of their leisure,
etc., some are more culturally distinctive, and in this sense, more “ethnic’,
than many of the adolescents who listen to the same pop music, eat similar
foods, and mix readily. Some Malays may perceive some Chinese as being
more orientated towards China, and in this sense more ‘national’. Some
Malays, too, are more concerned with the promotion of Islam, and may
consider a difference in ethnic origins unimportant by comparison with
profession of the faith. There have been similarities in the former Yugoslavia
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104 THEORIES OF ETHNICITY

Catholic or Protestant.” In principle, the processes are no different from
those by which people assess the class status of those they encounter. The
features which can be taken as signs of social position are varied, and it will
often be impossible to tell if the ethnic or the national sign has been
influential. This is one of the reasons why empirical research should not
depend upon any assumption that the actor and the observer share the same
conception of what is ethnic or national.

['Modelling ethnic and national relations’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 17: 1 (1994), 2-7, 9-10.]
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