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Ethnic Mobilization Research inPerspective of Western

Comparative Politics: Theories and Limits

WANG Jian-feng
( Institute of Ethnology & Anthropology ChineseAcademy of Social Sciences Beijing 100081)

Abstract  After the Cold War the surge of ethnic conflicts urged Western social science circles to
reconsider the relation between ethnic groups and politics and formed four different theoretical perspectives on
ethnic mobilization: 1) the culturalist perspective which emphasizes the significance of strong subjective
bonding and values within ethnic groups for shaping the lines of ethnic mobilization; 2) the reactive ethnicity
perspective which uses an economic perspective to argue that the primary cause of ethnic mobilization lies in
the coincidence of ethnic bonding and relative deprivation; 3) the competition perspective which focuses on
ethnic leaders making rational calculations about their identity and invoking ethnicity in their struggle for
resources and power; and 4) the political process perspective which emphasizes the role of the macro—
political context consisting of the institutional environment and the dominant political discursive context.
Although a sudden introduction of a democratic system into countries with no tradition of democratic values
might stimulate ethnic conflicts fostering democratic attitudes can be an effective prevention mechanism
against ethnic conflicts.

Key words ethnic politics; ethnic mobilization; Western comparative politics
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