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Abstract.- Ethnicity has constituted, under various forms, a characteristic aspect of many historical societies. Nowadays, it often consists of voluntary life-styles, which distinguish groups that are also integral parts of wider societies. Definitions of ethnicity link it to racial, linguistic, or religious minority communities. They describe it as blending subjective-individual motivations, cultural contents and political aspects. While ethnicity represents a determination of individuals to pursue collectively public goods on the basis of rational considerations, it also illustrates the mobilizing power of culturally defined primordial ties. Socioeconomic developments, models of social insertion depending on political centers, aspirations of the people involved and political opportunities widely account for the contours of ethnic groups.  These contours refer to the if and how ethnic groups maintain their cultural and social distinctiveness, the extent that they are a factor of social tensions, and whether they themselves constitute an agent of change in the society. 
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1. A kind of collective identity

Ethnicity was already conspicuous in Athens, Rome or Alexandria, and it was also a factor in the Indian caste system, the millets of  Muslim societies and, in many other settings, the segregated status of specific segments of the population. Early in the 20th Century, Max Weber (1978) spoke of ethnicity to label collectives that share special customs, a religion, history or language – and, eventually, racial traits. In the 1960s, following the political awakening of Blacks in the U.S.A., “ethnic group” became a popular notion in sociology. Contemporary scholars see in ethnicity a reference to a collective identity (Schermershorn, 1970; Eriksen, 1993), which, means that individuals (1) feel committed to people whom they see as fellow-members of their group, (2) perceive that group as conveying cultural singularity, and (3) accordingly define their relation to non-members. This notion describes an essentially subjective phenomenon and can never be seen as acquired once for good; it involves dilemmas more often than unambiguous assertions. This means that the same identity may be phrased in different (possibly antagonistic) terms, over time (i.e. diachronically) or among different circles in the group (i.e. synchronically). A classic example is the Jewish identity where traditional Jewishness, the longstanding dominant trend in Jewish communities up to the advent of modernity, still defines Judaism by (1) its commitment to the Jews’ welfare anywhere, its primary insistance on (2 the religious faith and its constraints, and (3) its aspiration to a re-positioning vis-a-vis the non-Jew through Redemption. Many non-Orthodox and free-thinkers are, as for them, (1) above all committed to the community which they perceive as (2) carrying universalistic values, while (3) they also see themselves an integrated though distinct - segment of non-Jewish societies. The nationalists speak of (1) patriotic commitment to (2) a notion of a Jewish nation that is, and  this is especially insisted upon by them, (3) “territorialized” in the “ancestral land”, as the basis of the “normalization” of Jews among nations. These different versions formulate the same identity only because they answer the same questions: the commitment to Jews, the perception of their singularity and an understanding of the relation to non-Jews (Ben-Rafael, 1998). Such different versions of a same identity articulate distinct symbols, or attach contrasted meanings to the same symbols. However, they all broadly draw the symbols of their choice from the same “store” - myths of descendancy, time-honored customs and sacred objects or places. They include language (or languages), even though the relation between language and ethnicity may remain unpredictable where political and cultural imperatives impose on the population the use of official languages in public, and reduce ethnic codes to the role of secondary vernaculars. However, linguistic elements – from a regular register, a restricted vocabulary or linguistic borrowings – still mark ethnicity, even then, and symbolize, under its different versions, a group’s contrastive identity (Fishman, 1989). 

Hence, this approach which starts from the common questions that all versions of a same identity refer to through their markers, constitutes an appropriate methodololgy for the comparative study of those various manners of stating a same “uniqueness”. When it comes, however, to the significant comparative discussion of different identities, that is, of independent sets of formulations of “uniqueness”, the appropriateness of this methodology is less obvious. At this respect, actually, a better solution may consist in of reinserting the ethnic identity in its social and cultural context and switching the focus of the analysis from identity to “identification”.
2. The parameters of identification-versus-assimilation

In fact, more than the nature itself of identities and markers, it is the emphasis they receive in individuals’ social practice that signals their reference at all to ethnicity, that is, their ethnic identification. Ethnic identification is, in this sense, the converse of assimilation. By assimilation, one refers to individuals’ abandon of their original features and their becoming increasingly similar to those who represent the culture prevailing in society. And unless one just speaks of acculturation, this includes collective identities and their markers. These notions are more relevant to the study of ethnicity in a modern society than in a non-modern or modernizing setting where ethnic relations are generally rigidly fixed by a superior authority, religious traditions or direct power relations. It is mainly in a modern society that the confrontation between forces of ethnic identification and assimilation constitutes an issue. Though, the emergence of the nation-state – as the primary focus of identification - and the growth of a meritocratic –individualistic - civilization have for long seemed to leave no room for ethnic allegiances. Yet, the persistence and increasing saliency of ethnicity have led scholars to speak of “imagined communities” and to delve into their context (Anderson, 1983), that is, social inequality, the pressure of the dominant culture and ethnics’ own aspirations (see Hutchinson and Smith, eds., 1996, for an overview). 
2.1. Social inequality

The Chicago school has started a tradition in ethnic research which focuses on inequality in metropolitan areas. Scholars like Park, Thomas, Znaniecki or Wirth emphasized race relations and immigration, while, later on, others like Kuper turned to domination relations and Bonacich to models of labor market participation. They and others focus on ethnics’ unequal access to social and educational opportunities, self-actualization and empowerment (Giddens, 1991). They show that ethnic groups may concentrate in inferior strata as the outcome of two categories of factors - prejudice and discrimination (Allport, 1958), and weak human capital. By discrimination and prejudice one means pressures of exclusion exerted on a group from the outside. Ethnicity, notably when associated with race (Banton, 1988), nourishes ethnocentrism and racism among the stronger group. While these attitudes may be diffused by people who feel threatened themselves by the discriminated (Myrdal, 1964), they sustain practices of inferiorization and instill feelings of deprivation that find in ethnic identification a way of retaining self-dignity. On the other hand, by weak human capital is understood feeble educational resources, cultural predisposition or models of behavior that are the individuals’ and hinder their capability to compete successfully on social markets. It is where these assets are weak that discrimination is most effective in obstructing the group’s efforts to achieve mobility. This confinement to lower status signifies, in addition, relative isolation in society and restricted exposure to the prevailing culture. This, in itself, is favorable to the group’s retention of parochial symbols and aspects of its legacy. By the same token, the contrary is true of mobility which implies acculturation, more relations with “others”, and lesser saliency of ethnicity. This mobility may signal a new social constellation, or successful acquisition of appropriate assets by individuals, but the extent that the acculturation that it implies leads to thorough assimilation still depends on additional factors. 

2.2. The dominant culture

The culture, which is predominant in society, is the second factor that is seen as pertinent. The “void of community”, it is often contended, created by modernity induces individuals – mobile and non-mobile alike - to value the retention of community. Instrumental thinking which pervades all areas of life in this culture induces individuals to aspire to self-expression and to the assert their particular identities (Taylor, 1994). Other authors look more specifically at the “dominant culture” as a contingency that may display diverse perspectives, and influence ethnicity in different manners. By dominant culture one means the beliefs, values and symbols that are sustained, as identifying society as a whole, by those - the elite or larger social segments - who constitute its major political forces. Hence, in Germany, the dominant culture has for long emphasized the notion of Volk that states the supremacy of the nation over the individual, and its anchorage in a particular history, culture and language (Brubacker, 1992). Non-Germans who live in that country, even for decades, have thus been viewed as indefinitely bound to the status of outsiders. In the U.S.A., an assimilationist notion of “melting-pot” has been gradually substituted by a pluralistic image to  be depicted as “salad-bowl” (Hollinger, 1995). Accordingly, groups are entitled to retain and express their particularism while becoming Americans and adjusting to its culture. In France, the dominant culture sees the “republican nation” as a homogeneous body – a “community of citizens” (Schnapper, 1991) -, and expects new groups to integrate society on these terms. In sum, and according to these examples, as far as laws and policies influence the behavior of ethnics, the dominant culture which stands behind these laws and policies may induce these individuals to assimilate to society, to retain distinctiveness, or to remain outsiders.
2.3. The group’s aspirations

The ethnics also play a part in the shaping of their boundaries and in the same circumstances “assimilationsit” or, on the contrary, “retentionist” aspirations may fluctuate among groups (Glazer and Moynihan, 1963). Researchers insist here on the strength of “primordial” bonds cemented by language, tribal kinship or origin (Geertz, 1963; Connor, 1994). Examples show that a religious faith is particularly able to inspire dedication to believers, and sustain the cohesion of communities, throughout centuries (A. Smith, 1992). Even when it is challenged by modernity and a secular culture, a religion can be re-phrased by believers so as to retain relevance. Fundamentalism is one such re-phrasing; it formulates the essentials of the faith in terms of an ultimate political project, acknowledging the predominant role of politics in modern societies. Acting then as a quasi-Jacobinian force, fundamentalism, which itself emerges from an ethno-religious collective, leaves in its utopia little room for any form of particularism (Eisenstadt, 1997). Anyway, as a case of ethnic community among others and all other factors being equal, a religious group generally exemplifies the extreme end of “retentionism” and stands at the opposite to those who view in assimilation the realization of their deepest aspiration. 

3. The diversity of profiles

In sum, all three factors considered says “something” about how far ethnics identify with their collective identity, and thereby, tend to maintain, to erase or re-shape their boundaries (Horowitz, 1985): (1) the concentration of a group in the low class distantiates members from the surrounding culture, while, in contrast, social mobility strengthens their acculturation; (2) a dominant culture encourages retentionism when it is segregative or pluralistic, and assimilationism when it requests cultural uniformization; (3) according to their prespectives, the orientations prevailing in the group influence its members whether to evince or to underrate their collective identity. One possibility of approaching comparatively what Stuart Halls calls ethnic “cut-and-mix” consists then in viewing these expectations conjunctively. This comparative methodology focuses on identification and assimilation, that is the “contrastiveness” of groups, rather than on identities, which turns the attention to the more complex issue of the “uniqueness” of groups. In a methodological-individualism vein, it sets material conditions, cultural contexts and identity in relation; it yields syndromes recognizable in empirical  cases

American-Indian communities (Mcloughlin, 1986) are an example of  an underprivileged retentionist group facing a dominant culture for long quite segregationist vis-a-vis them. The small number of – acculturated but rarely assimilating - mobile elements who remain a part of their community added to a situation best depicted as enclave. A low-class group such as Afro-Americans (until the mid-century – Frazier, 1957) may aspire to assimilation. Its weak collective identification leaves then the few mobile elements free to aspire to assimilation. This, however, is usurpation for a segregationist dominant culture, which pushes these mobile elements to form a “black bourgeoisie” midway their original community and the dominant group. The French Quebecois (Lambert, 1981), they too a widely low-class population for decades, most often aspired, as for them, to retain distinctiveness from the assimilationist English-Canadian culture. Many stood for autonomy, nay even independence, while mobile elements split into supporters of assimilation offered “above", and retentionism requested “below." Regarding Brazil’s Blacks (Winant, 1994), again an disadvantaged group, no taboo, either from the dominant culture or the group, prevents assimilation. Though, this is of little significance for the many as only the few mobile individuals may contemplate integrating the predominantly white middle-class – leaving thereby their fellow-ethnics in crypto-segregation. In a context where mobility is more general in the group, South African Indians experienced middle-class closure under Apartheid, as a result of both the dominant culture’s segregationism and their own reluctance to give up their particularism altogether (Marks and Trapido, eds., 1987). Ethnic markers and the concomitant adoption of traits indicating acculturation thus circumscribed the boundaries of a quite cohesive group. A model that may be labelled margins to the center concerns the mobile assimilationist Australian- Asian groups (Khoo et al., 1994) who are maintained at a distance by a pluralistic dominant culture. They remind the former case but emphasize their own legacy less and the markers of acculturation more. Still different, the mobile French Jews confront a determinedly assmilationist dominant culture (Trigano, 1994). Many effectively assimilate but others still share the group’s original retentionism, maintaining homogeneous networks. The voluntary character of their allegiance accounts for the wide  variety of their versions of collective identity. It is where mobility has erased inequality and deepened acculturation, and the dominant culture and the ethnic group are both open to each other that one may finally speak of assimilation - as illustrated by numberless groups from Italians in France to Norwegians in the US. 

4. Multiculturalism, globalization and transnational diasporas

Beyond “how society influences ethnic groups?”, there also is “how ethnicity influences society?”. In a democracy, in particular, nearly any “politically mobilized” group may have access to political opportunities, even if it is disapproved by the elite or large segments of the population (Barth, 1969). Such a group may gain influence, nay even consideration for its claims, if the circumstances permit it to exploit the conflicts and rivalries that most often characterize here the political scene. Moreover, by its achievements, a successful group may awake to ethnic politics other cases of allegiances and other demands. Such developments, which primarily impose a recognition of sociocultural distinctions, necessarily increase the systemic incoherence and fragmentation of the setting, and substantiate the notion of multiculturalism (Rex, 1996). They challenge the dominant culture, especially where it is traditionally assimilationist, by enjoining it to depart from ideological premises, and accept and legitimize ethnic politics (Wieviorka, 1996). 

Such developments that have effectively emerged in the late decades of the 20th century in Western countries, have still been shoved by what is now commonly called “globalization”. The circumstances of this globalization include, among others, advanced communication technology, an expansion of worldwide mass media, and improvements in air transport. These circumstances have the effect to still encourage the flows of immigration throughout the world, and mainly from non-Western to Western countries. They drastically reduce the significance of geographic distances and bring multiculturalism to a new edge, by creating conditions where the formation of new groups in absorbing societies do not imply anymore detachment from the country of origin. From the first moments of their arrival in Paris or Berlin, immigrants may institute direct contact with their families in the homeland as well as with friends and relatives living in other places. They have the means of creating a space of communication - including visiting each other regularly -, where languages and symbols of origin remain pertinent. This, moreover, by no means signifies that these immigrants are not moved, as well, by the aspiration to insert themselves in their society of election by acquiring its legitimate language and culture. Hence, “transnational groups” (Soysal, 1994) come to illustrate “additive bilingualism”, “dual culture”, and at the limit, “dual home”. By the sequels of their original culture which they continues to convey, they contribute to the diversity of their present society. On the other hand, by displaying the imprints of their experience in new human, cultural and social landscapes, such groups also produce the heterogeneity of their diasporas. Last but not least, in contemporary multiculturalist settings, these diasporas may also receive a variety of political expressions and link “homelands” and “choice lands” in terms of new obligations,. 

One points out here to one of the most paradoxical traits of this global era, marked as it is, by cultural uniformization forwarded by the influence of Western societies (Bauman, 1998), while one of the distinctive features, that these societies share now in common, is their internal diversity. 
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