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THEORIES OF ETHNICITY, NATIONALITY
AND ETHNIC IDENTITY
'D.S. Kaliyev, 2Aimar Ventsel
ABSTRACT
Ethnicity, nationality, and ethnic identity remain to be

unresolved issues that need to be addressed. It is thus important
to compare different approaches to understand the nature of
ethnic phenomena and to identify appropriate techniques to
understand the essence of «nation-building» concept. First,
the article discusses the concepts of nation, ethnicity, changes
in ethnic identity where the concepts of ethnos and nation are
further explained. Second, the nature, dynamics and factors of
the processes of ethnic identity are analyzed. Third, the author
seeks answers to questions of why some ethnic identities
change, while others remain unchanged. Fourth, ethnicity in
conflict, the role of «belonging to a certain ethnic group» is
considered. Finally, past and present debates of the primordialist
and constructivist approaches to nation-building are described.
The main methodology of the article is a comparative analysis
of the theoretical literature of foreign and domestic research
through the lenses of primordialism and constructivism. The
paper argues that there is no reason for all ethnic groups
to reach the level of a nation, that constructive theory has
advantages at the highest level of integration between nations
and ethnic groups in the 21st century, and that ethnic identity
is adaptable and changeable over time. The results of this work
contribute to further studies and scientific works related to the
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Identity,

3THOC, YAT, 3STHUKabIK 6ipereinik Teopusnapsbl

AHHOmMayus. 3THOC, YT, 3THMKaNbIK Giperennik Macenenepi cypak TyblHAATKaH ©3 LieLliMiH
TannafaH, HipiHWi Ke3ekTeri Takblpbln 60/bIN caHanagbl. COHAbIKTAH 3THMKaNbIK KyOblablCTapAbIH,
TaburaTbIH TYCIHYAIH 9PTYPAi TOCINAEPIH CaNbICTBIPY XKOHE «YNT KYPbUIbIChI» KYObINbICbIHbIH MaHIHE
TWICTI Ke3KapacTapabl aHbikTay MaHbI3abl 60abin Tabblnagbl. Makanaga yaT, 3THOC (ethnicity)
YFbIMAApbl, 3THUKaNbIK BipereinikTiy, e3repy Maceneci TaakblaaHabl. STHOC MeH YT yFbiMAapbiHa
TyCiHikTeMe bepinegi. dTHUKaNbIK Giperennik NpouecTepiHiy, Tabufatbl, AMHaAMUKaChl XaHe dak-
Topsiapbl TanzaHazbl. HenikteH kelibip 3THMKanbIK Biperennik esrepegi, an 6ackanapbl e3repmei
TypakTbl 6O/bIN Kanajbl fereH cypakka aBTop >ayan i3gengi. KakTbiFbicTafbl 3THUKa (ethnicity),
«Benrini 3THUKaNbIK TOMKa >aTy» peni KapacTbipbliajbl. ¥AT KypblabiCbiHAA MNPUMOPAMAINCTIK
KOHE KOHCTPYKTUBMCTIK KO3KapacTblH, ©TKEH XXaHe Kasipri nikipranactapbl TajkKbliaHbIM >XXYpreH
TyCTapbl cunaTTanagbl. MakanaHblH Herisri afjicHaMachl LWeTeNAiK XOHe OTaHAbIK, 3epTTeyepain,
TEOpUANbIK 9A4e6MeTTEPiH CanbICTbipMasbl Tanzay 60nbin Tabbinazgbl. COHbIMEH KaTap NpUMopAna-
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NIN3M MEH KOHCTPYKTUBU3M yFbiMAapbiHa HalinaHbICTbl cMnaTtaManbik 94iC KongaHblnagbl. 3epTrey
HaTMXeCiHAE aBTOp Hap bl 3THOCTAP YT A9PEXKECIHE XKeTe anaTbiHAbIFbIHA HETi3 XKOK eKEeHZAIriH,
XXI Facbipza yAT NeH 3THWKasbIK TOMTap apacbiHAafFbl MHTErPaLMAHbIH, €H XXOFapbl AeHreli kesiHae
KOHCTPYKTUBUCTIK TEOPUsHbIH, apTbiKLblAbIKTapFfa Me 60naTbiHAbIFbIH, 3THUKaNbIK bGiperennik
6erimaenril xxaHe e3repTiNyi MyMKiH €KeHZiri, cascy aauTanapablH TypAi 3THOCTapAbl OipikTipyre
TbIpbICKAHbIMEH, 3THUKaNblK OipereinikTiv, pesniH TeMeHAeTe aJMalTbiHAbIFbl  aHbIKTaAAbl.
KYMBICTbIH, HOTUXKECIHAE asiblHFaH Ty>XKbIpPbIMAAP MeEH KOpbITbiHAbIAp KasakcTaHgasbl yaT
KYPblAbICbiHA 6aliNaHbICTbl FbINbIMU XXYMbICTapAbIH, Xa3bllyblHa XXaHEe OHbl 9pi Kapal 3epTTenyiHe
CenTiriH Turisea.
Tytiin ce30ep: ITHOC, biperennik, NPUMOPANANN3M, KOHCTPYKTUBU3M, YT, KaKTbIFbIC.

Teopum 3THOCA, HaLWUK, STHUUECKOM UAEHTUUHOCTU

AHHOmayuA. STHNYECKas NPYHAANEXHOCTb, HALMOHANIBHOCTb W 3THUYeCKas UAEHTUYHOCTb
OCTalOTCA HEPELUEHHbIMM  BOMPOCaMK, KOTOpble HeOBbXOAMMO  pelnTb. [1o3ToMy BaXHO
CPaBHUTb Pa3/NNYHble NMOAXOAbl AN MOHUMAHWSA NPUPOAbI STHUYECKUX SBJEHUN U OMpeAenvTb
COOTBETCTBYIOLLME METOAbBI A/ MOHUMaHUA CyTU KOHLEMUMM <HALMOHAIbHOTO CTPOUTENbCTBAY.
Bo-nepBblx, B CTaTbe pPacCMaTPWMBAOTCA MOHATVS HaLMKW, STHUYECKON MPUHAANEXHOCTY,
M3MEHEHUs B STHUYECKON WAEHTUYHOCTW, TAe AOMOJHUTENBHO PasbACHAKTCA MOHATUA 3THOCA
W Hauuu. Bo-BTOPbIX, aHaNN3MPYOTCA MPUPOAA, AMHaMMKa U GakTopbl MPOLLECCOB 3THUYECKON
NAEHTUYHOCTU. B-TpeTbnX, aBTOP WLLET OTBETbI Ha BOMPOCHI O TOM, MOYEMY OAHMW ITHUYECKMe
MAEHTUYHOCTU MEHSIOTCS, B TO BPEMS KakK APyrve OCTakTCs HeM3MeHHbIMW. B-ueTBepTbiX,
3THMYECKas MPUHaANEXHOCTb B KOHMAMKTE, PacCMaTPUBAETCA POJb  «MPUHALNEXHOCTA K
OMnpeAeNeHHON 3THUYECKOW rpynne». HakoHeL, OMuCbIBalOTCA MPOLUbIE U HbIHELHWE AebaTbl
O MPUMOPANANNCTCKOM U KOHCTPYKTUBUCTCKOM MOAXOAAX K rOCYAapCTBEHHOMY CTPOWTE/LCTBY.
OCHOBHOW  MeTofo/IOTMe  CTaTbW  SIBASETCS  CPaBHUTE/IbHBIA  aHaAM3  TeOoPEeTUYECKOU
NUTEpaTypbl 3apybeXKHbIX U OTEUECTBEHHbIX WCCAEAOBaHWIA Yepe3 MpusMy MpumMopguannsma
N KOHCTPYKTMBM3MA. B cTaTbe yTBEpPXKAAETCS, YTO HET MPUYMH ANS TOTO, YTOBbI BCe 3THMYECKMe
rpynnbl  4OCTUIAM YPOBHA HAaLUW, UTO KOHCTPYKTUBHAs Teopus WMeeT MNpeuMyllecTBa Ha
CaMOM BbICOKOM YPOBHE WHTErpauuv Mexay HauusMu v 3THUYeckumu rpynnamu B 21 Beke,
M YTO 3THUYECKAs UAEHTUYHOCTb MOXET afanTypoBaTbCA UM U3MEHATbCA C TEYEHVEM BPEMEHM.
PesynbtaThl 3TOM paboTbl CNOCOBCTBYHOT AaNbHEWULIUM WUCCAEL0BAHUAM W Hay4HbIM paboTtam,
CBSI3aHHbIM C HaLlMECTPOUTEbCTBOM B KazaxcTaHe

Knroueswvie cnoea: STHOC, WAEHTUYHOCTb,
npmuMopananmim, KOHCTPYKTUBU3M, HauuUA, KOH-
bankr.

Introduction

First, the main idea of the article is to
address the unresolved issues of ethnicity
and nationality. Then the directions of
primordialism and constructivism in the
nation-building, the concept of ethnicity
are discussed. In scientific terms, these
two areas differ radically from each
other. While primordialism interprets the
concept of nation and ethnos from the
beginning as a community of people with
an unchanging biological kinship, the
constructivist approach interprets ethnos
as a "construct” that can be created as a
result of the actions of individuals or elites

in nation-building. Why do some ethnic
identities seem to change, while others
remain static? The issues of the role of the
state in the change of unity, assimilation,
what can hinder the unity of ethnic groups
are covered. We will also look at the role
of ethnicity in conflict. Origin of concepts,
their development, evolution, used in
dialectical and general methods. Political
science and integrative methods are also
used. A comparative analysis is conducted
based on the use of theoretical literature
of foreign and domestic research. The
specifics of the article were presented
in the form of a review of the works of
scientific researchers of Ethnos, ethnicity,
primordialism, constructivism, problems
and directions of changes in ethnic identity.
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Methodology
The emergence of concepts, their
development, evolution are used in

dialectical and general methods. Political
science and integrative methods are also
used. A comparative analysis is carried out
based on the use of theoretical literature of
foreign and domestic research.

Ethnic Identity Theory

First of all we need to clarify the meaning
of the term ‘ethnicity’. Despite its relative
novelty, ethnicity is a slippery term that has
multiple and contested definitions, and, as
Hale [1] opined, we are in the beginning phase
of understanding this phenomenon. The
existing literature differently conceptualizes
ethnicity emphasizing the cultural, social,
biological and other attributes of it. Some
authors [2] characterize ethnic groups as the
emotion-laden, multidimensional, fluid and
organic entities. Others describe them as
relatively stable kin groups tied with symbols
[3]. For some scholars the ethnic groups are
internally and externally changeable cultural
and social constructs [4].

Ethnicity is an ambivalent term from
the historical perspective. Some modernist
scholars [5] conclude that the nation replaced
ethnicity as an influential form of collective
identity, while other authors consider
ethnicity as a form of pre-modern cultural
and social groups, which were subsequently
transformed to nations as a result of the
industrial revolutions [3; 6]. According to this
logic, ethnicity should become an archaism
after the birth of European nationalism in the
18th century with the creation of centralized
nation-states. However, the main scientific
debates on ethnicity sparked in the 20th
century after the Second World War and
are continued nowadays. The weakness
of this concept is visible from the public
debates occurring in almost all of the new
independent countries with the multicultural
populations, where the ethnic consciousness
prevails the other forms of identities.

The main reason for the revival of the
concept of ethnicity is that not all the ethnic
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became nations. Those “unsuccessful
nationalisms” [7] who couldnt develop
to the level of nations live under the alien
states, and do not represent their own
nations. Our goal is to figure out the place
of the centralized Kazakhstani nation in
the minds and hearts of the “successful”
(ethnic groups with historical homeland)
and “unsuccessful” (ethnic groups without
state) nations.

As the aim of this work was to analyse
the place of Russian ethnic minority in
the new Kazakhstani nation, for us it
is important to make a terminological
clarification of “nation” and “ethnicity”.
Tishkov puts ethnic entity against polity
(state) describing the nation as a place
where these two forms of social groupings
struggle for “their exclusive property”
[8, p. 625]. For Hutchinson the ethnicity,
maintained by the legends of common
ancestry, shared past and distinguishing
culture is an opposite to the nation - a
“rational political organization” [6, p.651].
Thus, the nation-construction ideologies of
the multiethnic societies use the elements
of ethnicity for “decorative” goals.

Considering the nation as modern
phenomenon and the product of political
centralization, Smith emphasizes the role
of ethnic identity, which is based on the
genes and the nature of the people who
believe that they are connected with
each other by blood [9]. Consequently,
the elites of the multicultural countries
have a difficult task a) to create a more
or less unified nation and b) to help the
antagonistic ethnic groups residing in the
same country to forget past grievances and
hatreds against each other. This opinion
contrasts with that of Allahar who argues
that the sense of belonging and closeness
cannot be mediated by blood only [10].
This is the main idea of civic nationalism,
which diminishes or even eliminates
the role of ethnic identity in the nation-
building process. This struggle between
the ethnic and civic nationalisms is visible
in most of the newly independent states,
including Kazakhstan.
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Dilemma of Primordialism
and Constructivism

Two basic schools of ethnicity -
primordialism and constructivism explain
the origins and the patterns of ethnicity
in two different ways. For primordialists
ethnicity is born “around the sociologically
known similarities” such as kinship; they
are fixed after construction, and shaped
by the conflicts with other neighbouring
ethnicities throughout the history of
existence [11, p. 1643]. The primordialists
claim that individuals are born with one
fixed ethnic identity which can withstand
human manipulations. Whereas the
constructivists claim that the individual
may have multiple ethnic identities and it
could be edited or changed by the human
acts [4]. In other words, each generation of
ethnic group is the modified version of the
previous one, as the group may experience
changes as a result of integration with
others [10]. Ethnic borders can be changed
in different ways, some groups may merge
with others and create a new ethnic group,
while others simply split, and the birth of
new groups does not necessarily lead to
the death of the old groups [2].

The pivotal idea of constructivists
is that the identities are always subject
to reexamining and redefinition by the
members of the ethnic group. When the
changes in the repertoire of the ethnic
group, or in their perception of themselves
occur in a big numbers, this could lead to
enormous shifts in the self-definition of the
ethnic group. As the self-understanding
and self-definition of the group depend on
various internal and external factors, the
“construction” of the ethnic group could be
managed or directed, hastened or slowed
down by different players [4].

However, the ethnic groups have a
tendency to accentuate some of these
patterns in their identification processes
and this is especially visible during ethnic
conflicts. For instance, as in the case of
Chechen war, the distinct ethnic religion
could become a salient pattern if the
majority of that ethnic group is committed

believers. But, on the contrary, in case
of conflict between ethnic groups of the
same religion, the faith cannot overcome
discrepancies that emphasize other patterns
of the ethnic group [12].

Similarly, Calhoun underlines the role
of language in creating an imagined
nation based on ethnicity [13]. Most of the
contemporary ethnic conflicts are caused
by the claim of the people to defend their
right to speak in their mother tongue [14].
At the same time, the commonality of the
language does not deter the ethnic groups
from antagonism and even genocide
against each other as it was clear from an
example of Hutus and Tutsis in Rwanda,
both of which use Rwanda-Rudi as their
native language.

The constructivist theory of ethnicity
has more compelling strengths and it is
becoming a viable concept, especially
in the 21st century with the highest
level of integration between nations
and ethnic groups. The time, duration
and circumstances of the ethnic identity
change may vary from country to country,
however, even the primordialist scholars
acknowledge the fluidity of the ethnic
identity alteration processes. The ethnicity
is a way of thinking, a “daily plebiscite” as
Renan described, and in a globalized world
with the high degree of ethnic integration
the individuals have a right to choose their
own identities [11]. This is consonant with
the idea of comparing constructivists with
the feminists, who stated that the biology
is not destiny, and "primordially-based
emotions and sentiments need not be
seen as absolute, rigid, and inflexible” [10,
p. 203].

Ethnic Identity Change

Chandra states, that the main idea of
politicization of ethnicity is applicable to
the groups with “fixed” ethnic identities,
and “If ethnic identities are fluid, not fixed,
then the other propositions fall through”
[4, p. 58]. Why some ethnic identities seem
to change, while others are static? Perhaps,
the most compelling explanation of this is
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given by Nagel [15] and Fearon and Laitin
[16]. Fearon and Laitin maintained that
the ethnic identity construction process
is arranged in three different ways. First,
the social and economic processes in the
society can make a difference in people’s
perception of the ethnic boundaries. The
one clear example is the development of
printing in the era of “print capitalism”
[5], in which people, living in different
continents  felt themselves culturally
connected. The second way of identity
construction is the “discursive formation
of symbolic or cultural systems” with its
own specific logic [16, p. 851]. Third, the
identity is constructed and edited by the
intended actions of individuals and group
elites. So, the more salient these processes,
the more rapid the identity is changed or
reconstructed. Similarly, Nagel argues, that
the ethnic identity can be fluid depending
on the number of factors, including the
individual identification, the informal
ascriptions and the official policy of the
governments [15]. In the practical part of
the paper | will try to use these categories
of Nagel to measure the level of “fluidity”
of the ethnic identity of Russians.
Historically the nation-states tried to
culturally standardize their populations,
and building a state and creating an
ethnicity are reciprocal processes capable
of begetting one another [12]. The
ethnic minorities create problems for
national elites, as "they communicate
their distinctiveness in contexts where
this distinctiveness is incompatible with
the requirements of the nation-state” [7,
p. 273]. This is an issue of modern state
building: modern statehood since the
late 18th century is predicated on the
idea the people (the ethnie) coincide
with the state. Therefore, minorities were
seen as problematic and thus subject to
discrimination and/or assimilatory policies.
Likewise, Tishkov concludes, that the
nation-building processes in the world
often driven by “force, will or fortune, but
not logic and established rules” [8, p. 641].
So, the standardization of the identities
of different ethnic groups residing in the
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same country was often driven by force
and by political power.

However, Gat & Yakobson admitted
that the state’s attempt to manipulate
over the identity issues didn't succeed.
Even the utilization of such manipulating
instruments as schools, universal military
services and media by the big empire-
states could not create a unified nation [12],
and the division over the ethnic lines as well
as the establishment of the federal state
with more or less clear ethnic boundaries
was one of the causes disintegrated the
Soviet Union and Yugoslavia. Therefore,
the assumptions of modernists that the
“state building” is the synonym of “nation
building” were ultimately wrong. The failed
states in Asia and Africa, which were created
irrespective to their ethnic boundaries and
now experiencing the painful disintegration
and war, are another example (ibid).

Then, why is it so difficult to change
ethnic identities by force or by political
manipulations? Analysing different
approaches to the ethnicidentity, Anderson
suggests that the assimilation theory
is the most realistic one, as the cultural
and economic globalization is capable of
pushing the ethnicity to the sidelines [5].

Chandra names descent as the main
constraint in creating synthetic ethnicities
or assimilating them to the mainstream
group. Furthermore, a complex of matters,
such as "history, institutional background,
economic factors, ideological factors,
social norms, and territorial factors” could
play a crucial role in this process [4, p. 17].
In order to distinguish the descent-based
groups (primordial ethnic groups) from
non-descent-based groups (cosmopolitan
groups with less emphasis to ethnic
identity) Chandra asks three simple
questions (a) the set of ethnic categories
that the groups use; b) the difference of
these categories from other groups; c) the
membership rules in that group. The most
conspicuous is the ethnic categories such
as language, history, religion, the strong
the identity of that group. The close is the
ethnic group to the outsiders, the solid
its “immunity” against the assimilating
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manipulations from outside. However,
even the descent-based identities could be
changed under some circumstances.

"The difference between descent-
based identities and non-descent-based
identities lies not in whether they change
but how.

(1) Change in the repertoire of descent-
based attributes that characterize a
population.

(2) Change in the “full” repertoire
of nominal ethnic identity categories
generated by these attributes.

(3) Change in the constraints that define
the “operative” repertoire of nominal
ethnic identity categories.

(4) Switching of the descent-based
attributes of individuals within an existing
population repertoire.

(5) Change in the ethnic identity
categories activated by individuals through
a process of reclassification of attributes
from their fixed repertoires” [4, p. 132].

The vast number of factors determines
the level of assimilation of the descent-
based identities; it includes the assimilation
policy of the government, the proximity of
the boundary of the alien ethnic group,
the openness of the society to cultural
integration.

In his classic critique of ethnic groups
Horowitz maintained that the ethnic
identities could be changed through the
duo-direction process of self-definition
and the definition by others [2]. Thus,
manipulation from outside should be
entailed by the internal processes within
the ethnic groups, through which they
consider the changes in the repertoire
of the group. Horowitz also points out
the decisive role of the active groups of
the society, or so-called “movements of
differentiation” who will compete with the
"movements of assimilation” in order to
maintain the borders of ethnic group and
promote the myths and legends about the
group’'s past (ibid). Also, the readiness of
the group to the assimilation depends on
the level of threat or perceived threat from
an alien group [17].

Role of Ethnicity in Conflict

A large body of literature has focused on
the salience of ethnic division as the portent
of war [18; 19]. Though the parties involved
in the conflict are identifiable, it's not clear
why the certain conflicts labelled as “ethnic”,
as the most conflicts between groups of
people are caused by concrete social, cultural
or political discrepancies. Cordell and Wolff
consider that there is no any single conflict
in the world solely based on the ethnicity.
“The most important confusion is that ethnic
conflicts are about ethnicity — ethnicity is not
the ultimate, irreducible source of violent
conflict in such cases” [20]. The ethnicity
rather can encourage the group to the
joint action. Likewise, the ethnic groups in
the multicultural society tend to explain its
dissatisfaction with the status quo in ethnic
terms.

Some theorists treat the ethnic groups
as “incipient nations”, with an attachment to
particular land and a potential to create its
own nation under certain circumstances [4].
Therefore, own territory and a “functional
differentiation” are two idiosyncratic
characteristics of ethnic groups that
distinguish them from others [4, p. 58].
Likewise, Horowitz pointed out the ethnic
boundaries rather than the content of
ethnic ideologies as a source of discord.
The countries with two or more indigenous
ethnic groups, who claim themselves as
the exclusive owners of the land have more
chance to be involved in the conflict [2].

The shared myths and memories are
essential characteristics of ethnic existence
and survival. Smith points out that the
nation should possess a recorded history
of “golden age”, sufferings and wars with
enemies, and these memories in the form
of folklore could be copied from the titular
ethnic group and applied to the whole
nation-building process, that he names
as "historical ethno-symbolism” [18, p.
14]. By Azar and Gat "a shared history is
conducive to the creation of a common
identity precisely to the extent that it
generates a common culture and a sense
of kinship” [12, p. 25]. But these theories do
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not address the question of antagonistic
ethnic groups residing in the same country,
who are subject to the common nation-
construction process. Can they simply “give
up” their ethnic memories if the very idea
of their existence is based on the struggle
against the next-door ethnic group? The
“enormous power of ethnicity” [14] would
not allow to do this, as Nikitina has recently
reckoned that the attempt to democratize
the history is failed in Estonia, because
the Estonian nation is constructed on the
idea of struggle against Russian colonizers,
whereas the ethnic Russian population has
a totally opposite view of the history [21].

Conclusion

Thus, according to ample research on
this topic we have seen that theories and
concepts of ethnos and nation are often
not the same.

Proponents of constructivism argue
that it arises because of targeted influence
by all ethnic communities, cultures and
power elites that have emerged at different
stages of human development. Processes
such as to the modern state, administrative
centralization, statistical data collection,
taxation, language standardization,
centralized education systems, the creation
of military and law enforcement agencies
can create or change a nation.

At the highest level of integration
between nations and ethnic groups in the
XXI century, it can be concluded that the
constructivist theory of ethnicity has its
own advantages and is becoming a viable
concept.

We may now distinguish three
multidirectional and mutually contradictory
developments in our understanding of
the ethnic identity phenomena thanks to
the updated literature. First of all, national
elites have always attempted to categorize
ill-assorted  fellow citizens/subjects  of
their country, eliminating ethnic patterns
(language, religion, history, etc.) and either
replacing them with the characteristics of
the dominant ethnic group or creating
artificial supranational entities, regardless
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of their forms of government. Second, in
spite of these unifying acts, empires have
been unable to construct a multicultural
civic country or minimize the significance of
ethnicity for millennia; as a result, ethnicity
is the most powerful collective identity that
may lead to worldwide conflicts. Third, ethnic
identities tend to adapt and change, and
different patterns of them may emerge due
to various reasons and be altered without the
intervention of external teleological forces.
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