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“...ethnicity has something to do with the classification of people and group relationships. (...) in social anthropology it refers to aspects of relationships between groups which consider themselves, and are regarded by others, as being culturally distinctive. (...) majorities and dominant peoples are no less ‘ethnic’ than minorities.” (Eriksen: 28).

Eriksen distinguishes between ‘race’, class and nation on the one hand and ethnicity on the other one. ‘Race’ has a dubious descriptive value because the interbreedings between human populations make it meaningless to talk about boundaries between races. Besides that the variation within a ‘racial’ group is often bigger than the variation between two groups. But ‘race’ exists as a cultural construct. It is based on a theory of influential people in a society  and gains social and cultural significance. Eriksen does not distinguish between race and ethnicity because ethnic ideologies tend to stress common descent among their members. Ethnic identity becomes an imperative status which is hardly to escape from. Nationality draws boundaries vis-á-vis outsiders. The distinguishing mark is the relationship to the state. Many ethnic groups do not demand the command over the state. If they do so they become nationalist movements. Social class always refers to property and statuses which influence social ranking and distribution of power. Ethnic relations can be egalitarian. But many polyethnic societies are ranked according to ethnic membership and refer to cultural differences. Ethnic membership can play an important role in class membership but ethnic and class differences have to be distinguished.

In Germany the term xenophobia is more often used than the term racism. The word race is replaced by ethnic minority. The Christian Democrats even use the term ‘foreign fellow citizens’ instead of foreigners. This has something to do with Hitler’s race policy but in comparison to other societies it does not increase the acceptance of other ethnics within the German.

Eriksen argues that groups who ‘look different’ from majorities maybe less liable to become  assimilated into the majority than others. It seems that Afro-Americans become a majority in the US and still have to fight against discrimination. In South Africa the majority was suppressed. I agree that people who ‘look different’ have more difficulties to be accepted. On the other hand the majority expects assimilation. 

Eriksen does not show if and how class ranking and nationality influence ethnic relations.

But this is important for the policy impact. Ethnicity influences the social ranking. Ethnicity cannot be changed. But to guarantee people with foreign origin good education, equality on the labour market, etc. means to improve their social ranking and their acceptance within the society. Giving them the nationality means to let them  politically participate. The key word is integration and not assimilation.

