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86 THEORIES OF ETHNICITY

people . .. of any aspect of culture, in order to differentiate themselves from
other groups.” This definition can be used for the analytic purposes required
here by altering the last phrase to read ‘in order to create internal cohesion
and differentiate themselves from other groups.” An ethnic group that uses
cultural symbols in this way is a subjectively self-conscious community that
establishes criteria for inclusion into and exclusion from the group. At this
point, matters of descent, birth, and a sense of kinship may become impor-
tant to ethnic group members, for the methods of inclusion and exclusion
into the group often involve the explicit or tacit adoption of rules of endo-
gamy and exogamy. Ethnicity or ethnic identity also involves, in addition to
subjective self-consciousness, a claim to status and recognition, either as a
superior group or as a group at least equal to other groups. Ethnicity is to
ethnic category what class consciousness is to class.

Ethnicity is an alternative form of social organization and identification to
class, but it is a contingent and changeable status that, like class, may or may
not be articulated in particular contexts or at particular times.* Ethnic groups
that use ethnicity to make demands in the political arena for alteration in
their status, in their economic well-being, in their civil rights, or in their
educational opportunities are engaged in a form of interest group politics
which became prominent in the United States during the 1960s and 1970s and
which sought to improve the well-being of group members as individuals.’
However, some ethnic groups in other contexts go further and demand that
corporate rights be conceded to the group as a whole, that they be given not
just individual educational opportunities on the same basis as others, but that
they be given control over the public system of education in their areas of
concentration so that they can teach the history, language, and culture of
their group to their own children. They demand a major say for the group in
the political system as a whole or control over a piece of territory within the
country, or they demand a country of their own with full sovereignty. In the
latter case, the ethnic group aspires to national status and recognition. Insofar
as it succeeds by its own efforts in achieving any one of these goals either
within an existing state or in a state of its own, it has become a nationality or
a nation.® A nation, therefore, may be seen as a particular type of ethnic
community” or, rather, as an ethnic community politicized, with recognized
group rights in the political system.® [...]

This process of development of communities from ethnic categories is
particularly associated with the early stages of modernization in multiethnic
societies where languages have not yet become standardized, where religious
groups have not become highly structured and compartmentalized, and
where social fragmentation is prevalent. However, the transition may occur
even in postindustrial societies such as the United States, where Negroes have
become Blacks, Mexican-Americans Chicanos, and many other ethnic groups
have rediscovered their origins and identities.
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The second stage in the transformation of ethnic groups involves the
articulation and acquisition of social, economic, and political rights for
the members of the group or for the group as a whole. Depending upon the
perceived needs and demands of the group, its size and distribution, its
relations with other groups, and the political context, demands may aim at
relatively modest civil, educational, and political rights and opportunities for
the individual members of the group or for recognition of the group’s
corporate existence as a political body or nationality. Insofar as an ethnic
group succeeds by its own efforts in achieving and maintaining group rights
through political action and political mobilization, it has gone beyond ethni-
city to establish itself as a nationality.

The delineation of the process of nationality-formation in this manner
suggests several problems that require explanation. First, what are the
conditions under which ethnic groups become communities and under
which ethnic demands, ethnic competition, and ethnic conflict take place?
Second, what are the conditions under which an ethnic community is likely
to make the major demand for status as a nationality and what are the
requirements for success? Third, how does one explain the transformations
that take place in the culture, behavior, and boundaries of a people as it
undergoes the movement from ethnic group to nationality? Fourth, since it is
also evident that ethnic and nationality movements frequently ebb and flow
over time within the same group, how can one explain the resurgence of
ethnicity and nationalism among diverse groups of people at different times
and in different places? The focus of the remainder of this chapter will be on
the first two questions, but the analysis will also touch, at several places, on
the last two.

Ethnic differentiation: from ethnic groups to communities

The movement from ethnic group to community is a transition that some
groups never make, that others make initially in modern times, and that still
others undergo repeatedly at different points in time. In the first category are
the various ‘lost’ peoples and speakers of diverse dialects who have merged
into or are merging into other peoples—the Cornish in the United Kingdom,
the Frisians in Holland, the Sorbs and Wends of Eastern and Central Europe,
the Maithili-speaking people and numerous other dialect-speakers in north
India. In the second category are the newly-formed ethnic groups and
nationalities of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—the Welsh and the
Irish, the nationalities in Austria-Hungary, the Ibos in Nigeria, the Naga tribes
in northeastern India and most of the language communities of contempor-
ary India, the Malays in Malaysia. In the last category are the ancient peoples
of the world, Jews, Han Chinese, Egyptians, and the major nationalities of
Western Europe.
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90 THEORIES OF ETHNICITY

(c) between religious élites and the native aristocracy within an ethnic group;
and (d) between native religious élites and an alien aristocracy.

[Ethnicity and Nationalism (New Delhi, Newbury Park, London: Sage Publications, 1991),
18—20, 22-6.]

Rational choice considers individual behaviour to be a function of the inter-
action of structural constraints and the sovereign preferences of individuals.
The structure first determines, to a greater or lesser extent, the constraints
under which individuals act. Within these constraints, individuals face various
feasible courses of action. The course of action ultimately chosen is selected
rationally: in Parson’s words," ‘individuals adapt means to their ends in such a
way as to approach the most efficient manner of achieving them’. When
individual preferences are assumed to be known, transitive and temporally
stable, behaviour can be predicted in the face of any combination of structural
constraints.

How can these assumptions be justified in macro-sociological research,
especially when rational choice theorists also assume that each individual
may have a set of preferences that is unique?

Whereas a certain (but unknown) proportion of every individual’s prefer-
ences are idiosyncratic, the rest (such as preferences for wealth, honour and
power) are commonly held by many others. These common preferences
impel everyone in the group to act similarly. Some of the idiosyncratic
preferences may result in singular action, but so long as the common pre-
ferences are known (a significant caveat, and one to which I will return
below), then the idiosyncratic ones will cancel one another out and their
average will be zero,

This may be true enough, but how can these common preferences ever be
known? They can’t be assumed a priori, for there is no practical limit upon
them: as the adage has it, chacun d son goiit. But it can be expected that
everyone will prefer more wealth, power and honour to less, because attain-
ing these goods often makes it easier for individuals to attain other (perhaps
more idiosyncratic) goals. Although it would be foolish to predict the beha-
viour of any given individual, the law of large numbers allows predictions for
the aggregate to be rather precise.”

According to such reasoning, individuals will only fulfil their corporate
obligations when they receive a net benefit by doing so. As a result, both
collective action and social order depend on the belief of most people that free
riding and crime do not pay? The rational actor will commit ctime to attain
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his or her goals, unless deterred by the fear of incarceration (or some other
punishment). Similarly, in large groups, where informal social controls lose
their efficacy because individual networks rarely overlap, collective action is
problematic because free riding is hard to detect.

Now unlike the other theories—both of which are curiously static—this
one is eminently capable of explaining changes in behaviour. The mechanism
it proposes in this respect is refreshingly simple. Changing relative prices
leads to corresponding changes in behaviour: the more costly it is for people
to choose a traditional course of action to achieve a given benefit, the more
likely it is that they will consider an innovative alternative to reach the same
end. Further, the causes of these price changes are endogenous to the
explanation, since they are at least partly the result of a myriad of indepen-
dent individual decisions which together comprise aggregate demand. Aggre-
gate demand, in turn, pushes supply.

In contrast to both normative and structural theories, then, rational choice
offers the prospect of arriving at predictive statements, rather than at the post
hoc descriptions for which sociologists have had to settle too frequently in the
past. This is a cherished goal for those who are committed to the develop-
ment of a more scientific discipline. Three examples should suffice to illus-
trate something of the range of applications of rational choice theory in the
field of ethnic and race relations.

Sowell* uses rational choice principles to explain patterns of racial discri-
mination in the job market. Consider a society having a low-status racial
group whose members command a relatively low price in the labour market.
Distancing typically occurs as a result of this kind of racial hierarchy: thus,
members of the high-status group prefer to limit their social interaction with
low-status individuals. If it is assumed that employers are profit-maximisers,
and if they cannot effectively collude against the members of a particular
group, then racial discrimination in hiring should be greater in non-profit-
making organisations and regulated industries than in unregulated and profit-
making enterprises.

Why should this be so? Even if all employers prefer to exclude low-status
workers from their firms, whenever their pay is lower than their productivity
there is an economic incentive to hire them. However, if employers are
prevented from maximising profits by government regulatory agencies, or
are legally non-profit-making, then they have no opportunity to earn more
profit by hiring relatively inexpensive (and racially low-status) labour.
Regulated industries are usually controlled by political bodies, so their
hiring policies are less subject to economic constraints and more subject to
political ones. This fact suggests an additional implication: should public
objections to racial discrimination arise, the racial hiring policies of regulated
industries will undergo a more rapid turn-around than those of unregulated
industries.




