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immediate contiguity and kin connection mainly, but beyond them the
givenness that stems from being born into a particular religious community,
speaking a particular language, or even a dialect of a language, and following
particular social practices. These congruities of blood, speech, custom, and so
on, are seen to have an ineffable, and at times overpowering, coerciveness in
and of themselves. One is bound to one’s kinsman, one’s neighbor, one’s
fellow believer, ipso facto; as the result not merely of personal affection,
practical necessity, common interest, or incurred obligation, but at least in
great part by virtue of some unaccountable absolute import attributed to the
very tie itself. The general strength of such primordial bonds, and the types of
them that are important, differ from person to person, from society to society,
and from time to time. But for virtually every person, in every society, at
almost all times, some attachments seem to flow more from a sense of
natural—some would say spiritual—affinity than from social interaction.

In modern societies the lifting of such ties to the level of political supre-
macy—though it has, of course, occurred and may again occur—has more
and more come to be deplored as pathological. To an increasing degree
national unity is maintained not by calls to blood and land but by a vague,
intermittent, and routine allegiance to a civil state, supplemented to a greater
or lesser extent by governmental use of police powers and ideological exhorta-
tion. The havoc wreaked, both upon themselves and others, by those modern
(or semimodern) states that did passionately seek to become primordial rather
than civil political communities, as well as a growing realization of the
practical advantages of a wider-ranging pattern of social integration than
primordial ties can usually produce or even permit, have only strengthened
the reluctance publicly to advance race, language, religion, and the like as
bases for the definition of a terminal community. But in modernizing societies,
where the tradition of civil politics is weak and where the technical require-
ments for an effective welfare government are poorly understood, primordial
attachments tend, as Nehru discovered, to be repeatedly, in some cases almost
continually, proposed and widely acclaimed as preferred bases for the demar-
cation of autonomous political units. And the thesis that truly legitimate
authority flows only from the inherent coerciveness such attachments are
conceived somehow to possess is frankly, energetically, and artlessly defended:

The reasons why a unilingual state is stable and a mulrilingual state unstable are quite
obvious. A state is built on fellow feeling. What is this fellow feeling? To state briefly it
is a feeling of a corporate sentiment of oneness which makes those who are charged
with it feel that they are kith and kin. This feeling is a double-edged feeling. It is at
once a feeling of "consciousness of kind’ which, on the one hand, binds together those
who have it so strongly that it overrides all differences arising out of economic
conflicts or social gradations and, on the other, severs them from those who are not
of their kind. It is a longing not to belong to any other group. The existence of this
fellow feeling is the foundation of a stable and democratic state.*
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It is this crystallization of a direct conflict between primordial and civil
sentiments—this ‘longing not to belong to any other group’—that gives to
the problem variously called tribalism, parochialism, communalism, and so
on, a more ominous and deeply threatening quality than most of the other,
also very serious and intractable problems the new states face. Here we have
not just competing loyalties, but competing loyalties of the same general
order, on the same level of integration. There are many other competing
loyalties in the new states, as in any state—ties to class, party, business, union,
profession, or whatever. But groups formed of such ties are virtually never
considered as possible self-standing, maximal social units, as candidates for
nationhood. Conflicts among them occur only within a more or less fully
accepted terminal community whose political integrity they do not, as a rule,
put into question. No matter how severe they become they do not threaten,
at least not intentionally, its existence as such. They threaten governments, or
even forms of government, but they rarely at best—and then usually when
they have become infused with primordial sentiments—threaten to under-
mine the nation itself, because they do not involve alternative definitions of
what the nation is, of what its scope of reference is. Economic or class or
intellectual disaffection threatens revolution, but disaffection based on race,
language, or culture threatens partition, irredentism, or merger, a redrawing
of the very limits of the state, a new definition of its domain. Civil discontent
finds its natural outlet in the seizing, legally or illegally, of the state apparatus.
Primordial discontent strives more deeply and is satisfied less easily. If severe
enough, it wants not just Sukarno’s or Nehru's or Moulay Hasan's head it
wants Indonesia’s or India’s or Morocco’s.

The actual foci around which such discontent tends to crystallize are
various, and in any given case several are usually involved concurrently,
sometimes at cross-purposes with one another. On a merely descriptive level
they are, nevertheless, fairly readily enumerable:

1. Assumed Blood Ties. Here the defining element in quasi-kinship. ‘Quasi’
because kin units formed around known biological relationship (extended
families, lineages, and so on) are too small for even the most tradition-bound
to regard them as having more than limited significance, and the referent is,
consequently, to a notion of untraceable but yet sociologically real kinship, as
in a tribe. Nigeria, the Congo, and the greater part of sub-Saharan Africa are
characterized by a prominence of this sort of primordialism. But so also are
the nomads or seminomads of the Middle East—the Kurds, Baluchis,
Pathans, and so on; the Nagas, Mundas, Santals, and so on, of India; and
most of the so-called ‘hill tribes” of Southeast Asia.

2. Race. Clearly, race is similar to assumed kinship, in thart it involves an
ethnobiological theory. But it is not quite the same thing. Here, the reference
is to phenotypical physical features—especially, of course, skin color, but also
facial form, stature, hair type, and so on—rather than any very definite sense



44 THEORIES OF ETHNICITY

of common descent as such. The communal problems of Malaya in large part -

focus around these sorts of differences, between, in fact, two phenotypically
very similar Mongoloid peoples. ‘Negritude’ clearly draws much, though
perhaps not all, of its force from the notion of race as a significant primordial
property, and the pariah commercial minorities—like the Chinese in South-
east Asia or the Indians and Lebanese in Africa—are similarly demarcated.

3. Language. Linguism—for some yet to be adequately explained reasons—
is particularly intense in the Indian subcontinent, has been something of an
issue in Malaya, and has appeared sporadically elsewhere. But as language has
sometimes been held to be the altogether essential axis of nationality con-
flicts, it is worth stressing that linguism is not an inevitable outcome of
linguistic diversity. As indeed kinship, race, and the other factors to be listed
below, language differences need not in themselves be particularly divisive:
they have not been so for the most part in Tanganyika, Iran (not a new state
in the strict sense, perhaps), the Philippines, or even in Indonesia, where
despite a great confusion of tongues linguistic conflict seems to be the one
social problem the country has somehow omitted to demonstrate in extreme
form. Furthermore, primordial conflicts can occur where no marked linguis-
tic differences are involved as in Lebanon, among the various sorts of Batak-
speakers in Indonesia, and to a lesser extent perhaps between the Fulani and
Hausa in northern Nigeria.

4. Region. Although a factor nearly everywhere, regionalism naturally
tends to be especially troublesome in geographically heterogeneous areas.
Tonkin, Annam, and Cochin in prepartitioned Vietnam, the two baskets on
the long pole, were opposed almost purely in regional terms, sharing lan-
guage, culture, race, etc. The tension berween East and West Pakistan
involves differences in language and culture too, but the geographic element
is of great prominence owing to the territorial discontinuity of the country.
Java versus the Outer Islands in archipelagic Indonesia; the Northeast versus
the West Coast in mountain-bisected Malaya, are perhaps other examples in
which regionalism has been an important primordial factor in national
politics.

5. Religion. Indian partition is the outstanding case of the operation of this
type of attachment. But Lebanon, the Karens and the Moslem Arakenese in
Burma, the Toba Bataks, Ambonese, and Minahassans in Indonesia, the
Moros in the Philippines, the Sikhs in Indian Punjab and the Ahmadiyas in
Pakistani, and the Hausa in Nigeria are other well-known examples of its
force in undermining or inhibiting a comprehensive civil sense.

6. Custom. Again, differences in custom form a basis for a certain amount
of national disunity almost everywhere, and are of especial prominence in
those cases in which an intellectually and/or artistically rather sophisticated
group sees itself as the bearer of a “civilization’ amid a largely barbarian
population that would be well advised to model itself upon it: the Bengalis in
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India, the Javanese in Indonesia, the Arabs (as against the Berbers) in Morocco,
the Amhara in—another ‘old’ new state—Ethiopia, etc. But it is important
also to point out that even vitally opposed groups may differ rather little in
their general style of life: Hindu Gujeratis and Maharashtrians in India;
Baganda and Bunyoro in Uganda; Javanese and Sundanese in Indonesia. And
the reverse holds also: the Balinese have far and away the most divergent
pattern of customs in Indonesia, but they have been, so far, notable for the
absence of any sense of primordial discontent at all.

['The integrative revolution’, in C. Geertz (ed.), Old Societies and New States (New York:
Free Press, 1963), 108-13.]
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