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Introduction

Drawing on insights from the social sciences, this study suggests that we can bett er 
understand certain dynamics of identity among groups of Judeans ( Jews) and Chris-
tians by looking at archeological evidence for other contemporary associations and 
cultural minority groups. Ancient Judean and Christian answers to the question Who 
are we? come into sharper focus through close att ention to the cultural environments 
and real-life sett ings of associations in the cities of the Roman Empire. Despite the 
peculiarities of both Judean gatherings and Christian congregations, there were signifi -
cant overlaps in how associations of various kinds communicated their identities and 
in how members of such groups expressed notions of belonging internally. 

Recent studies are shedding light on aspects of identity in the world of the early 
Christians.1 And yet there is a tendency to neglect archeological evidence regarding 
real-life groups at the local level, groups that might provide a new vantage point to 
early Christianity. For instance, Judith Lieu’s important contributions to the study of 
early Christian identity are particularly notable.2 In her latest work, Christian Identity in 
the Jewish and Graeco-Roman World (2004), Lieu investigates the emergence of Chris-
tian identity in literature of the fi rst two centuries, drawing on concepts from the social 
sciences along the way. Th e strength of this work lies in its comparative approach, 
investigating various identity issues among Judeans, Christians, and both Greeks and 
Romans. Th us, for instance, Lieu shows how similar ethnographic discourses were at 
work in Roman perspectives on “foreign” peoples (e.g., Tacitus on the Germans and on 
the Judeans), in Judean defi nitions of the “gentiles,” and in some early Christian proc-
esses of self-defi nition in relation to the “other.”3 Like Denise Kimber Buell (2005), 
Lieu also helpfully notes the importance of discourses of ethnicity in the construction 
of Christian identity, to which I return below.4

However, Lieu’s att empt to cover so much ground and her concentration on liter-
ary sources to the exclusion of archeology did not permit a focus on identity within 
small groups and associations in Greco-Roman sett ings. Th is lack of att ention to group 

1. See, for instance, Lieu 2004; Buell 2005.
2. See Lieu 1996 and 2002.
3. Lieu 2004, 269–97.
4. Lieu 2004, 239–68. Cf. Lieu 2002, 49–68.
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identity and local groups as a comparative framework is, in part, a result of Lieu’s stress 
on what she sees as a more “universal,” “translocal identity” shared by Christians that, 
she implies, is a unique trait of the Christians.5 So despite her aim of comparison, she 
tends to focus on what is distinctive or unique about Christian identity, oft en to the 
exclusion of areas of overlap in identity formation and negotiation within groups in 
the Greco-Roman world.6 In the introduction, she explicitly sets aside “voluntary 
associations” (collegia, θίασοι) as somehow too “local” to be of any use in assessing 
dynamics of identity among early Christian groups, which are presumed to be primar-
ily “translocal.”7 An abundance of archeological and inscriptional evidence for group 
identity in the Greco-Roman world thereby gets left  aside as somehow irrelevant.

Other scholars do see the value in comparisons that look to local archeological and 
epigraphic materials, including evidence for associations in the world of early Christian 
groups and Judean gatherings. Yet the topic of identity formation and negotiation with 
regard to associations is only beginning to be addressed. Associations in the Greco-
Roman world fi rst drew the att ention of numerous scholars in the late nineteenth 
century, such as Jean-Pierre Waltzing (1895–1900), Erich Ziebarth (1896), and Franz 
Poland (1909), who focussed primarily on things such as the types of groups, group 
terminology, internal organization, and legal issues. As I discuss at length elsewhere, 
there were some initial att empts—by scholars such as Edwin Hatch (1909 [1880]) and 
Georg Heinrici (1876, 1881)—to compare such groups with Christian congregations.8 
Yet many were hesitant to engage in such comparisons due, in large part, to ideological 
or theological assumptions concerning the supposed uniqueness and incomparability 
of early Christianity.9

As interests turned to social history since the 1970s, there has been renewed 
att ention to studying such associations within the disciplines of Greek and Roman 
studies. Th ere are many recent works, including those by Frank M. Ausbütt el (1982), 
Ulrich Fellmeth (1987), Halsey L. Royden (1988), Onno M. van Nijf (1997), Imogen 
Ditt mann-Schöne (2000), Brigitt e Le Guen (2001), Holger Schwarzer (2002), Carola 
Zimmermann (2002), Ulrike Egelhaaf-Gaiser and Alfred Schäfer, eds. (2002), Sophia 
Aneziri (2003), Jinyu Liu (2004), Jonathan Scott  Perry (2006), and Stefan Sommer 
(2006), to name a few.

Th is resurgence in interest was also refl ected in the study of diaspora Judean gath-
erings and Christian congregations. Th ere are now a signifi cant number of works that 
compare associations with either Judean or Christian groups in the Roman period, 

5. Lieu 2004, 4.
6. Lieu 2004, 11. At times, this focus on distinctiveness seems to refl ect an idealizing approach 

to early Christians, as when Lieu speaks of “mutual support” or “love” (agapē) as “an inalienable ele-
ment in the shared symbols that shaped early Christian identity” (Lieu 2004, 169).

7. Lieu 2004, 4. On problems with such local vs. translocal contrasts, see Ascough 1997a.
8. See Kloppenborg 1993; Harland 2003a. For other subsequent att empts at comparison before 

the resurgence since 1980, see, for instance, Besnier 1932; Gilmour 1938; Reicke 1951; Guterman 1951 
(on synagogues and the collegia); Judge 1960.

9. See J. Z. Smith 1990; Kloppenborg 1993.
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including those by Robert Wilken (1972, 1984), S. C. Barton and G. H. R. Horsley 
(1981), Hans-Josef Klauck (1981, 1982), Moshe Weinfeld (1986), John S. Kloppenborg 
(1993), John S. Kloppenborg and Stephen Wilson, eds. (1996), Th omas Schmeller 
(1995), Peter Richardson (1996), Albert Baumgarten (1998), Paul R. Trebilco (1999), 
Anders Runesson (2001), Richard S. Ascough (1997b, 2003), Eva Ebel (2004), and my 
own previous works listed in the bibliography, especially Associations, Synagogues, and 
Congregations (2003a).

Such comparative studies are sett ing the stage for focussed explorations of spe-
cifi c aspects of association life, including issues relating to identity and belonging in 
the context of small groups. Explorations of this sort will provide new perspectives 
on both Judean gatherings and Christian congregations. Th e present study of iden-
tity in the world of the early Christians contributes towards this scholarly enterprise. 
I focus att ention on the question of how associations and ethnic groups in the ancient 
Mediterranean provide a new angle of vision on questions of identity formation and 
negotiation among Judean gatherings and Christian congregations in the fi rst three 
centuries. Archeological evidence and inscriptions provide a window into dynamics 
of identity within group sett ings in antiquity. Insights from the social sciences off er a 
constructive framework for making some sense of these materials.

Social-Historical Study of Group Life 
in the Greco-Roman World 

Th is study is social-historical in at least two senses of the word. On the one hand, I 
am interested in the everyday life sett ings of average people in antiquity, in down-to-
earth social interactions and cultural practices at the local level. Social history in this 
sense originally emerged as “history from below” in the discipline of history beginning 
primarily in the post–World War II period, especially since the 1960s.10 “History from 
below” or social history is history from the perspective of those who are oft en left  out 
of traditional approaches to political and intellectual history. It gives att ention to those 
who did not necessarily hold positions of infl uence or power, or who were not neces-
sarily educated enough to write things down themselves (e.g., the lower social strata of 
societies, and women).

In time, this interest in social history began to play a role in other disciplines includ-
ing classical studies and New Testament studies. Works by Ramsay MacMullen (1974), 
G. E. M. de Ste. Croix (1981), and Géza Alföldy (1985) illustrate the budding interest in 
social history of the Greek and Roman periods, for instance. Among the earlier cases 
of social-historical approaches to the early Christians are infl uential contributions by 

10. See Burke 1992 [1980], 13–16. Among the earlier and more infl uential social historians 
were those of the French Annales school, including Fernand Braudel (1949) and, later, Marxist 
historians such as Eric Hobsbawm (1959, 1969), E. P. Th ompson (1964), and Christopher Hill 
(1971, 1972).
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scholars such as Gerd Th eissen (1982 [1973], 1978), John G. Gager (1975), Abraham 
Malherbe (1983 [1977]), John H. Elliott  (1990 [1981]), Wayne A. Meeks (1983), and 
Richard Horsley (1985).

In the case of small group life in the ancient world, archeological and inscriptional 
evidence is particularly important in approaching social history. Th is is because this 
evidence frequently off ers glimpses into everyday social and cultural interactions that 
are not as visible in literary sources. Literary sources were produced by a small segment 
of the population, the educated elites (although there was a range of statuses among 
this segment). Usually literacy levels are estimated to be approximately 10 percent of 
the population for antiquity and for the period before the invention of the printing 
press in 1453.11 Nonetheless, one can approach literary evidence in careful ways to shed 
light on social and cultural practices among the population generally, keeping in mind 
the specifi c perspectives of the ancient authors in question. 

On the other hand, this study is social-historical in the sense that it employs the 
social sciences. Th e social sciences in question are sociology (the study of social groups 
and structures), anthropology (the study of humans and human culture), and social 
psychology (the study of individual human behaviour in social group contexts). Th e 
social sciences came to play a role in social-historical studies in history quite early, as 
Peter Burke’s survey of 1980 (repr. 1992) on History and Social Th eory illustrates. Eventu-
ally such approaches began to be employed in the study of early Christianity and the 
New Testament, initially by scholars such as those I mentioned above in connection with 
social-historical studies and those belonging to the Context Group (formed in 1986).

Before outlining the social-scientifi c concepts that inform this volume, it is 
important to say a few words about how one goes about using social sciences in his-
torical study. Th ere is now a broad consensus among scholars of early Christianity, for 
instance, that the social sciences can and should be employed to shed new light on early 
Christianity. However, as Dale Martin (1993) also notes, this consensus is marked by 
a spectrum of opinion on how to approach the enterprise, as recent debates between 
Philip Esler and David Horrell also illustrate.12 While some tend to emphasize the sci-
entifi c nature of the enterprise and focus their att ention on developing, applying, and 
testing models, others are less focussed on models and take what they would call a 
more interpretive approach to their use of the social sciences.

On the one hand, the Context Group has been particularly instrumental in 
developing social-scientifi c approaches to early Christianity. Scholars such as Philip 
Esler, Bruce Malina, John H. Elliott , and others associated with that group take what 
they would consider a scientifi c, model-based approach to their research.13 Th ey cor-
rectly emphasize the value of employing explicit models or theories from the social 
sciences, since this approach helps the scholar to avoid the negative eff ect of implicit 
assumptions when our models of social interactions remain unrecognized or unstated.14 

11. On the Roman era, see Harris 1989 and Beard 1991, for instance.
12. See, for example, Horrell 1996, 2000, 2002; Esler 1998a, 1998b. Cf. Martin 1993.
13. See esp. Elliott  1993 for a summary of this approach.
14. See Elliott  1993.
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Elliott  defi nes a model as an “abstract representation of the relationships among social 
phenomena used to conceptualize, analyze, and interpret patt erns of social relations, 
and to compare and contrast one system of social relations with another.”15 Such mod-
els are considered to serve as heuristic devices in raising questions that help to explain 
the signifi cance of social and cultural data refl ected in the New Testament. It is particu-
larly common for scholars such as Malina and Jerome Neyrey, for instance, to draw on 
models from recent studies of modern Mediterranean cultures, such as those associ-
ated with honour-shame societies, and to adapt them in ways that shed light on the 
ancient Mediterranean.16

Beyond participants in the Context Group, other scholars such as Gerd Th eis-
sen (1982, 1999), Wayne Meeks (1983), Margaret McDonald (1988), John M. G. Bar-
clay (1996), and David Horrell (Horrell 1996, 2000, 2002) have engaged in historical 
studies of Christian origins or ancient Judean culture that employ the social sciences 
in various ways. Some of these scholars take a more interpretive approach to the use 
of the social sciences and tend to speak of themselves as social historians rather than 
social scientists. Some tend towards a piecemeal approach to the use of sociological 
theory, including Meeks. Others, such as Horrell, speak in terms of using social theory 
to develop a theoretical framework for the analysis of ancient materials, and such 
scholars focus less on models specifi cally.17

Building on contributions from both of these scholarly areas, I approach the social 
sciences as heuristic devices, as things that help the social historian develop questions 
and fi nd or notice things that might otherwise remain obscure. I tend to draw on social-
scientifi c insights to develop a research framework for analysis, and I am less focused 
than some other scholars on testing models specifi cally. In this respect, I consider 
myself more a social historian than a social scientist. Th roughout this interdisciplinary 
study, I explain and adapt social-scientifi c concepts and theories in order to further our 
understanding of specifi c historical cases in the ancient context.

Key Concepts and Insights from the Social Sciences

Th is study is informed by insights from two overlapping areas of social-scientifi c inves-
tigation: identity theory, on the one hand, and studies of ethnic groups and migra-
tion theory, on the other. For both of these areas of research, there is a high degree of 
interdisciplinarity involving sociology, anthropology, and social psychology. Let me 
begin by briefl y introducing these two areas and by defi ning key theoretical concepts 
for this study along the way. It is important to stress that the concepts that I defi ne here 
in the introduction are scholarly outsider (etic) terms that help us to make sense of 
social relations and cultural interactions in the ancient world. Most of the time these 

15. Elliott  1993, 132.
16. See Malina 1981, or subsequent editions of that work.
17. Horrell 1996, 9–32, esp. p. 18.
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concepts would not be used by the ancient subjects we are studying. Oft en, however, 
scholars take into consideration insider, or emic, perspectives or conceptions as part 
of their defi nition of an etic category, as we will see with both “identity” and “ethnic 
group.”

Identity Theory

Broadly speaking, there are two main ways in which the concept of “identity” is used in 
this study, corresponding to variant, though related and overlapping, uses in the social 
sciences, each with diff erent purposes.18 Th ere is the collective use of the term identity 
and the more individual-focused use of the term. In both uses, however, identity is 
seen as socially constructed by the subjects under investigation and as malleable, not 
as primordial, engrained, or static.

First, there is the collective view of identity that is most common in ethnic and 
migration studies. Roughly speaking, this view of identity best corresponds to our sub-
jects answering the question Who are we? as well as What distinguishes us from other 
groups in this society? and Where do we draw the lines (or boundaries) between our 
group and others?  Th is tradition within sociology and anthropology, which under-
lies much of my discussion in the following chapters, employs the concept of identity 
and especially ethnic identity in a collective way to refer to group-members’ common 
sense of belonging together in a particular ethnic or cultural minority group.

In the wake of the work of anthropologist Fredrik Barth (1969), “ethnic identity” 
is oft en used to refer to a particular group’s shared sense of belonging together because 
of certain experiences and notions of connection deriving from group-members’ per-
ceptions of common cultural heritage and common geographical and/or ancestral ori-
gins (emic perspectives are incorporated into an etic category).19 As Jonathan M. Hall 
emphasizes in his discussion of ethnicity in the archaic and classical Greek periods, 
fi ctive kinship is oft en central to the defi nition of ethnicity, alongside the historical 
subjects’ notions of a common history and a shared homeland.20

Th e imagined connections and the categories used by participants to classify 
themselves or others in ethnic terms may, and oft en do, change over time (despite 
the common perceptions of some actors that such things are in-born, primordial, or 
static). Nonetheless, if a given ethnic group is to continue, what is maintained is the 
“continued interest on the part of its members in maintaining the boundaries” which 
are considered to separate members of the ethnic group (“us”) from others (“them”).21 
It is important to emphasize that ethnicity or ethnic identity, in this view, is ascriptive 
and subjective rather than primordial and objective. What matt ers is how the partici-

18. Cf. Howard 2000; Stets and Burke 2003.
19. On ethnic identity see, for instance, Barth 1969; Romanucci-Ross and de Vos 1995, 13; de 

Vos 1995; Verkuyten 2004.
20. Hall 2002, 9–19.
21. Goudriaan 1992, 76; de Vos 1995.
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pants categorize themselves and how they adopt a perspective that sees their belong-
ing together as engrained.

Th ere is a sense in which this collective concept of identity will be most appropri-
ate in the present study. Th ere are at least a couple of reasons why this is so. Th e frag-
mentary nature of ancient evidence means that we lack suffi  cient data on individual 
roles or individual self-conceptions, but we do catch glimpses of group life and interac-
tions. Furthermore, recent studies by scholars such as Malina and others draw att en-
tion to the primarily collective character of ancient Greco-Roman societies and the 
dyadic or group-oriented nature of ancient personalities.22 Th is contrasts somewhat 
to the more individualistic tendencies of modern, Western societies and personality 
development in those societies. So a collective concept of identity is particularly fi tt ing 
in studying the world of the early Christians.

Recent works have usefully employed such concepts of ethnicity in studying 
groups in the ancient context, including Hall’s (1997, 2002) important studies of the 
emergence of Hellenicity; Philip F. Esler’s (2003) discussion of tensions between eth-
nic groups within the Christian congregations at Rome; and Barclay’s (2007) study of 
Josephus’s expression of Judean identity in terms of common descent, history, terri-
tory, language, sacred texts, and temple. In the following section, I return to defi ning 
related concepts including “ethnic group” and “cultural minority group,” but for now 
we need to consider some other social-scientifi c theories of identity.

Th e second main way in which the concept of identity can be employed relates 
to sociological and, especially, social psychological theories of identity. Here the term 
relates primarily to the individual’s self-concept as it pertains to positions or roles within 
social groupings. Th is nonetheless has implications for group identity as a whole. 
Roughly speaking, this view of identity best corresponds to our subjects answering 
questions such as Who am I in this particular situation and how does this relate to who 
I am in other social groups?  and How is my own self-conception based on, or aff ected 
by, my belonging in this particular group?  Th e focus here, one could say, is on the 
interaction of individuals and the group in the construction and negotiation of identi-
ties and in aff ecting social behaviours.

Th ere are at least two schools of research that employ identity in this second way. 
Th e most important for this study is what is known as “social identity theory.”23 Th e 
“social” descriptor in social identity refers to the part of one’s self-conception that is 
based on, and infl uenced by, membership in a group, be that an ethnic group or some 
other cultural or social group.24 Social identity theorists who follow the lead of the 
social psychologist Henri Tajfel (1981) tend to use the term “social identity” to refer 
to an “individual’s knowledge that he/she belongs to certain social groups together 
with some emotional and value signifi cance to him/her of the group membership.”25 

22. Malina 1981.
23. For social identity theory see, for instance, Tajfel 1981; Tajfel, ed. 1982; Tajfel and Turner 

1986; Abrams and Hogg 1990; Verkuyten 2004, 39–73.
24. See Tajfel 1981, 13–56.
25. Tajfel as cited by Abrams and Hogg 1990, 2.
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Social identity theorists in line with Tajfel also pay att ention to interactions between 
diff erent groups as they aff ect social identity. So issues concerning outsiders’ catego-
rizations of a particular group or its members, including stereotypes, are important 
here. Esler (1998a, 2003) is among the scholars that have fruitfully employed social 
identity theory to shed light on dynamics of group confl ict refl ected in Paul’s lett ers to 
the Galatians and to the Romans. 

Another variant of the second main approach to identity is represented by soci-
ologists such as Sheldon Stryker and Peter J. Burke, who speak of their own approach 
as “identity theory” (to be distinguished from Tajfelian “social identity theory”).26 Th is 
symbolic interactionist tradition in sociological social psychology stresses the interplay 
of self and social structure, paying special att ention to “individual role relationships 
and identity variability, motivation, and diff erentiation.”27 In this view, the “core of an 
identity is the categorization of the self as an occupant of a role and incorporating into 
the self the meanings and expectations associated with the role and its performance.”28 
“Identities are the meanings that individuals hold for themselves—what it means to 
be who they are,” as Burke states.29 Th is approach is focussed on the individual self, 
on identities housed in the individual, and on how these manifest themselves in social 
relations or social structures. Stryker and Burke’s approach is most suited to conditions 
where the individual behaviours of subjects can be carefully analyzed, which is not the 
case in studying people in antiquity. I will nonetheless occasionally draw on insights 
from their theories and fi ndings. 

Both this interactionist approach to identity and other studies of ethnic iden-
tity specifi cally give att ention to the multiple nature of identities among individuals, 
something that will be important to keep in mind when we turn to multiple affi  liations 
among associations in chapters 6 and 7. Burke is interested in “questions of how mul-
tiple identities relate to each other, how they are switched on or off , and, when they are 
on, how the person manages to maintain congruence between perceptions and stan-
dards for each identity.”30 For Burke here, identities are “housed” in the individual and 
activated within certain situations. He notes three diff erent conditions, the second of 
which is relevant to the discussion in chapters 6 and 7: (1) persons may have multiple 
role identities within a single group, (2) persons may have similar role identities in 
more than one group, (3) persons may have diff erent role identities within intersecting 
groups.31

It is important to note that studies of ethnicities and migration make similar 
observations concerning the “situational” character of social and ethnic identities.32 
How one identifi es oneself in terms of social, ethnic, and other identities may shift  

26. See Stryker and Burke 2000; Stets and Burke 2003.
27. Stets and Burke 2003, 133.
28. Stets and Burke 2003, 134.
29. Burke 2003, 196.
30. Burke 2003, 196–97.
31. Burke 2003, 200–201.
32. See Kaufert 1977; Howard 2000, 381–82; Waters 2000; Verkuyten 2004, 149–181.
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from one situation to another, and there is potential for a blending of identities, or 
hybridity. Rina Benmayor, a historian of migration, stresses that the personal testi-
mony of immigrants speaks “to how im/migrant subjects constantly build, reinvent, 
synthesize, or even collage identities from multiple sources and resources, oft en lacing 
them with deep ambivalence.”33 Membership in, or affi  liation with, multiple groups 
plays a role in these options for identifi cation. Joseph M. Kaufert notes that studies 
of “multiple ethnic loyalties have stressed that individuals and groups have an array of 
alternate identities from which to choose. Th ey will adopt—or be perceived by others 
as maintaining—diff erent ethnic identities in diff erent situations.”34 Kaufert also notes 
the potential for “dissonance” between confl icting identities in diff erent situations.35 

Th e collective and individual perspectives on identity outlined above do share in 
common certain features, including a recognition of the dynamism, malleability, and 
multiplicity of identities, as well as the situational nature and development of identi-
ties as understood and expressed in particular places and times. In other words, the 
answers to the questions Who are we?  or Who am I in relation to this group or situa-
tion?  varied and changed over time despite elements of stability.36 Identities of groups 
or individuals are negotiated and renegotiated, expressed and reexpressed; they are 
not static.

Several recent social-scientifi c studies usefully combine insights from the per-
spectives outlined above to help explain dynamics of identity in terms of two main, 
interdependent factors: “internal defi nitions” within the group and “external defi n-
itions” (or “external categorizations”) by contemporary outsiders. Th is corresponds to 
ascribed (internal) and att ributed (external) identifi cations. Th ese two factors frame 
the discussion of identity throughout the chapters in this book, with some chapters 
concentrating more on the former or on the latt er, and others dealing with both of 
these formative identity factors simultaneously.

Let me briefl y explain internal and external defi nitions here, and then I will expand 
this explanation in subsequent chapters with case studies of Judeans, Christians, and 
others in the Greco-Roman world. Richard Jenkins (1994), for instance, who builds 
on the work of both Barth (1969) and Tajfel (1981), explains how social and ethnic 
identities are constructed and reconfi gured in relation to both internal defi nitions and 
external categorizations.37 Internally, members of a group express their identities and 
formulate what they consider to be the basis of their belonging together as a group, 
engaging in self-defi nitions and in the construction of boundaries between insiders 
and outsiders.

Externally, outsiders categorize and label a particular group or members of a 
group. Th is external process of categorization can range from a high level of consensus 

33. Benmayor 1994, 15.
34. Kaufert 1977, 126.
35. Kaufert 1977, 127.
36. On the primordial vs. circumstantial debate about ethnicity, which cannot be fully addressed 

here, see Scott  1990; Verkuyten 2004, 81–90.
37. Cf. Tajfel 1981.
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with internal modes of defi nition (as when an outsider’s categories overlap signifi cantly 
with internal modes of self-defi nition) to confl ictual categorizations (as when out-
siders categorize or label members of another group in terms of negative stereotypes). 
Th e relational nature of identity formulations and the shift ing boundaries between a 
group and others means that even these negative categorizations or stereotypes of out-
siders come to play a role in identity constructions through the process of internaliza-
tion. Internalization involves the categorized person or group reacting in some way to 
external categorizations, as I explain in chapters 5 and 8. Th ese interdependent internal 
defi nitions and external categorizations occupy the chapters in this volume.

Ethnic Studies and Migration Theory

Closely related to studies of identity, particularly ethnic identity, are social-scientifi c 
studies of ethnic groups, minority groups, and migration, including processes of assim-
ilation or acculturation. Ethnic and migration studies have developed into somewhat 
of a subdiscipline within the social sciences, as refl ected in journals such as Th e Jour-
nal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Ethnic and Racial Studies, and Diaspora: A Journal 
of Transnational Studies.38 I have already touched on the ascriptive (rather than pri-
mordial) nature of ethnicity as it is understood in the wake of Barth’s (1969) anthro-
pological study of ethnic boundaries. Although precise defi nitions vary within the 
social-scientifi c literature, there is a commonly shared use of the term “ethnic group” 
to describe a group that is perceived by members and, secondarily, by outsiders in par-
ticular ways. As Jimy M. Sanders’s survey of the literature points out, there are two 
common denominators in the social constructions of members and of outsiders that 
form the basis of many scholarly defi nitions of ethnic group—the cultural and the 
geographical:

Th e fi rst of these elements is usually viewed as a social construction involving 
insiders and outsiders mutually acknowledging group diff erences in cultural 
beliefs and practices. Insiders and outsiders do not necessarily agree over the 
details of the acknowledged cultural division. . . . Th e second basic element 
used to defi ne an ethnic group pertains to geographical origins, and therefore 
social origins, that are foreign to the host society. While this element usu-
ally has an objective basis, it is also partly subjective. Th e native-born genera-
tions of an ethnic group sometimes continue to be identifi ed by outsiders, 
and in-group members may self-identify, in terms of their foreign origin. Th e 
ways in which insiders and outsiders go about characterizing a group, and 
thereby positioning it and its members in the larger society, are responsive 

38. For an overview of this subdiscipline, see Brett ell and Hollifi eld 2000, Banton 2001, and 
Vertovec 2007.
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to the social and historical context within which intergroup interactions take 
place.39

So an ethnic group is a group that sees itself as sharing certain distinctive cultural 
characteristics that are associated with a particular geographical origin or homeland. As 
mentioned earlier, this distinctiveness is usually described by participants in terms of a 
shared history and ancestry (regardless of whether or not this is objectively the case). 
Th e ethnic group is characterized by fi ctive kinship and participants oft en interpret 
these notions of kinship as primordial or inborn.40 Th e existence of an ethnic group is 
maintained through what Barth and others call “ethnic boundaries” between the group 
and other groups within society. Ethnic identities are dependent on the everyday inter-
actions among members of the group and between members and other groups. Th ese 
interactions result in the formulation of notions of “us” and “them.”

Th e quotation from Sanders also indicates the primary importance of the category 
ethnic group in studying migration and in studying what I also call “immigrant groups” 
or “immigrant associations.” Th e majority of ethnic group studies in the social sciences 
are focussed on immigrants in a host society or a “diaspora,” as well as the relation of 
such groups to the homeland.41

Although related to the concept of ethnic group, it is important to clarify another 
concept that I employ in a particular way in this study: “cultural minority group” or 
“cultural minorities.”42 Th is concept is more generic than the specifi c category ethnic 
group. I use the term cultural minority group to describe a group that is, numerically, 
in the minority in a particular context and which has certain cultural customs that are 
oft en highlighted as distinctive by both its members and by those outside the group, 
especially by the “cultural majority” in a particular locale or region. So it is possible 
to have a cultural minority group that is not an immigrant or ethnic group that shares 
notions of ancestral kinship (e.g., certain Christian groups in the fi rst two centuries, as 
I explain below). Still most migrant ethnic groups that sett le elsewhere and represent a 
minority position in terms of certain key cultural practices (e.g., Judeans in the Greek 
cities of Asia Minor) would also be cultural minority groups.

 My use of “minority” in this terminology is in line with that of the British soci-
ologist Michael Banton, for whom a minority is “a category consisting of less than 
half the number of some named population.”43 Philip Gleason’s (1991) history of the 
concept “minority” shows how Banton is here avoiding popular, political, and certain 
sociological defi nitions (e.g., avoiding Louis Wirth’s defi nition). Th ese other defi ni-
tions tend to problematically emphasize experiences of discrimination or prejudice 
as the main criterion in defi ning “minority” (even to the point of calling a group that 

39. Sanders 2002, 327–328.
40. Cf. Verkuyten 2004, 81–90.
41. On the concept of “diaspora” as it has been developed in this area, see Brubaker 2005.
42. On problems with defi nitions of “minority,” see Meyers 1984 and, more importantly, Glea-

son 1991. Cf. Layton-Henry 2001.
43. Banton as cited by Gleason 412. See Banton 1977; Banton 1983, 130–31.


