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Abstract

In recent decades there has been a noticeable increase in the use of quantitative techniques
in the study of ethnicity and nationalism, without, however, a sufficient amount of reflection on
how these techniques have contributed to our understanding of ethnic and national identities.
As such in this exchange three sets of authors answer questions about the degree to which it
is possible to use quantitative data to measure ethnic and national identities, which types of
methods are most suitable in measuring these identities, and what the major research findings
of this quantitative research are that were not possible using qualitative approaches.
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Introduction — Elliott Green

There has been a well-documented phenomenon by which the social sciences have taken a
quantitative turn in the past half-century. Due to the rise of new quantitative techniques, better
computing power and new datasets, there has been a sharp rise in the use of statistical
analysis within political science since the 1960s — initially “lower-level” methods such as
percentages, means and correlations, but then followed by “higher-level” use of multivariate
regressions, multi-level modelling, instrumental variables, difference-in-difference and
regression discontinuity techniques, among others (Sigelman 2006). This trend has been
pronounced in sociology as well and has similarly become important in the study of economic
history, where it has been known as cliometrics (Greif 1997). Indeed, rather than detail the
history by which each discipline in the social sciences has become increasingly quantitative
in focus, it might be easier to note the exceptions to this trend, such as in British anthropology
and sociology as well as in (non-economic) history (Platt 2012). It is also important to note
the degree to which mixed-methods research has become important in applied social science
(Alise and Teddlie 2010), with a turn away from a pure quantitative focus evident in the past
towards one that integrates both qualitative and quantitative techniques, albeit not in every
discipline (such as economics).



This rise in the use of quantitative techniques is evident as well in the social scientific study of
ethnicity and nationalism, inasmuch as there has been a recent rise in the proportion of
publications that use regression analysis in particular to study variation in ethnic and national
identities. Indeed, whereas an older generation of books on nationalism were entirely
qualitative in their methods — such as Anderson (1991 [1983]), Gellner (2006 [1983]) and
Smith (1991) — more recent work such as Cederman (1997), Laitin (2007) and Wimmer (2018)
has drawn hugely upon quantitative evidence and computer modelling as a means to answer
questions about national identity formation. This trend has been evident as well in empirical
work on individual countries or regions, as with work on Africa (Ahlerup et al. 2017, Depetris-
Chauvin et al. 2020, Green 2020, Robinson 2014), the Balkans (Mylonas 2012) and India
(Singh 2015), for instance.

In particular this literature has drawn from the increased availability of surveys that ask
questions about national identification and national pride, as well as datasets that collate
national census data together for the use of scholars. In the former case the World Values
Survey, which has been conducted since the 1980s, as well as regional surveys such as the
Afrobarometer (since the late 1990s), Latinobarometer (1990s) and Asiabarometer (2000s)
have asked questions about ethnic identity, national pride and/or national identification,
thereby generating large amounts of repeated cross-sectional data. These surveys have
changed the kinds of questions they ask in different rounds — in the case of the Afrobarometer,
a question asking respondents to identify their most salient form of identity (with choices
including ethnic and national identities as well as region, class and gender) was replaced in
its third round by one that only compared ethnic and national identities — but the sheer volume
of observations contained within these datasets has been a gold mine for scholars. Since the
late 1980s there has similarly been a huge rise in the availability of Demographic and Health
Survey (DHS) data, where individuals (mostly women age 15-49) answer survey questions
about a variety of topics, one of which is their ethnic identity. For a number of years scholars
have used DHS data extensively in the literature on ethnic favouritism, while more recently
Green (2021) used DHS data from 14 African countries to show how a change in the ethnic
identity of the President caused individuals to switch ethnic identities to that of the President,
most likely in anticipation of receiving resources targeted to the President’s kin.

In the case of censuses, the United Nations issues regular Demographic Yearbooks since the
1950s that contain individual country census data on ethnic and racial identities, with data
listed online from 1995 by the United Nations Statistics Division. Census data is, of course,
more subject to political manipulation than surveys, in that it determines the allocation of public
goods; as such a number of countries no longer ask questions about ethnicity or race, have
radically changed the nature of such questions over time or have seen censuses delayed or
even dismissed as inaccurate due to controversies around how questions on ethnicity and
race are asked (Morning 2008). Nonetheless, census data has been a fruitful source for
scholars asking questions about the dynamics of ethnic and racial identification in a number
of contexts, as in Africa (Posner 2005), India (Cassan 2015) and the United States (Nix and
Qian 2015).

This increasing trend in the use of quantitative data to study ethnicity and nationalism has not,
however, been without controversy or debate. For instance, the way data on ethnic diversity
has been compiled into a single number via the ELF (ethno-linguistic fractionalization) index
— which is computed like a Herfindahl (firm concentration) Index, such that it ranges from 0
(totally homogenous) to 1 (totally heterogeneous) — has been criticized by a number of
scholars as far too simplistic in understanding both the causes and consequences of ethnic
diversity (Brown and Langer 2010, Platteau 2009). The result has been an ongoing debate
about how to measure ethnicity and nationalism and how to design census and survey
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questions that accurately capture how individuals identify (Aspinall 2012, Burton et al. 2010,
Chandra and Wilkinson 2008).

This exchange thus attempts to grapple with how, when, why and whether to measure ethnicity
and nationalism using quantitative techniques. The following three responses address three
specific questions on this topic:

1. Is it possible to capture multiple/dynamic ethnic and national identities with quantitative
data?

What is the best method(s) to measure ethnic and/or national identities?

What are the major research findings of quantitative approaches to the study of
ethnicity and nationalism that were not possible using qualitative approaches?

2.
3.

In the first response, the political scientists Erin Jenne and Daniel Bochsler, who are both
based at the Central European University, tackle each question individually. They provide an
overview of the types of quantitative data on ethnicity and nationalism available to researchers,
and highlight the problems encountered in quantification, illustrated by the exemplary case of
Belgium. Jenne and Bochsler conclude by making a case for the continued use of quantitative
data on ethnicity and nationalism, especially as it continues to evolve and capture more
detailed, multidimensional and dynamic understandings of identity.

The second response comes from the political scientist Harris Mylonas, who, like Jenne and
Bochsler, has written extensively on ethnic and nationalist politics in Europe, as well as a
variety of other contexts. Mylonas discusses the myriad ways in which quantitative techniques
capture ethnic and national identities, including the use of ethnography, indices and censuses.
He then focusses on how scholars can produce higher quality data, such as not measuring
identities during a period of conflict and relying upon older census data. Finally, Mylonas
shows that statistical analysis has greatly added to our knowledge of the relationship between
ethnicity and civil wars, especially as scholars have continued to use multiple techniques to
understand this relationship.

In the third and final essay, the sociologist Andreas Wimmer answers the three questions
together, and focusses on three types of data, namely naturally-occurring observations, large-
scale surveys, and expert codings. In the first case he highlights the increasing attention to
data from Google, Twitter and Facebook, which have collectively generated a variety of
findings in recent years; in the second he discusses the use of multiple survey instruments
with different types of design; and in the third he discusses how the use of expert codings of
ethnic identification have evolved from the Soviet Atlas Narodov Mira in the 1960s to the Ethnic
Power Relations Dataset more recently.

These essays arguably collectively agree on a number of conclusions. First, the use of
quantitative techniques has come very far in the past few decades, with many different types
of data upon which scholars can now draw. Second, quantitative data, as with qualitative
data, has numerous problems and pitfalls, and thus researchers will need to continue to be
careful about how and when they use such data. Third, there remains a huge scope for future
researchers to refine older datasets and create new ones, all of which should add greatly to
our understanding of ethnicity and nationalism.

We now turn to each essay and their answers to the questions posed above.

Erin Jenne and Daniel Bochsler



1) Is it possible to capture multiple/dynamic ethnic and national identities with quantitative
data?

Scholars of nationalism and ethnicity have long criticized quantitative researchers for
measuring multi-layered, fluid ethnic and national identities with simple and static variables.
We recognise that social categorisation is based on several, sometimes nested or cross-
cutting layers of identities (e.g. religion, race, language) (see, for example, Posner 2004).
Some individuals might combine several identities of the same category (e.g., bilingualism),
and identify with different groups in different contexts. Yet the widely-used static and
categorical measures capture at best “provisional stabilities” that mask the extent to which
identity is contested, fragmented, unstable and multiple (Suny 2000). In this short essay, we
first explain the function of static measures of identity in large-N analysis and then suggest
how more fluid measures might be devised for use, provided that we have the appropriate
data for doing so.

Quantitative studies using static, categorical variables are designed for a specific function,
namely testing whether identities and the politicisation of identities can help account for
variation in conflict behavior across individuals, groups and even states. To answer these
questions, quantitative researchers must bracket questions about the origins, functions or
boundaries of group identities in order to create large-N databases that can be used to answer
why certain individuals or groups mobilise along certain identity-based lines, but not others.
Other researchers take states, regions, or municipalities as the units of analysis to account for
variation in the political use of ethnicity at the subnational level as well as the effects of ethnic
diversity or polarisation across societies.

Today, most large-N conflict research relies on a few global databases on ethnic identities and
politics (Bruk and Apencenko 1964; Fearon 2003; Cederman et al. 2010; Birnir et al. 2015;
Alesina et al. 2003; Gurr 2005; Vogt et al. 2015). All of these datasets utilize limited, categorical
concepts of ethnicity that facilitate comparisons of identity and behavior, either at the level of
individuals, or aggregated to groups or states. Some sources are based on primordial
concepts of ethnicity, such as language as a mother tongue (Easterly and Levine 1997).
Others report several dimensions of identities, such as language, race or religion (see Lambert
2005 for an overview). Studies at the individual level rely on data gathered by researchers
through surveys with representative samples, which are often replicated across many
countries. Cross-national surveys such as Eurobarometer, the European Social Survey (ESS),
the World Values Survey (WVS) and the DHS ask survey respondents either to rank their
national identification or rate their strength of identification (Sinnott 2006). The set of
categories and dimensions of identity is usually limited to some nationally salient categories.

However, studies at the individual level have done more than simply “freeze-frame” ethnic
identities. Innovative survey questions have been created to capture the multi-layered, nested
and fluid nature of identities. Such measures have been around for decades. Linz and Moreno
asked respondents to weight dual (regional-state) identities, asking whether they identify as
a) only regional, b) more regional than national, ¢) equally national as regional, d) more
national than regional or e) only national (Linz et al. 1981). Their question has been widely
used, either for regional vs. state, or — in the Eurobarometer — for (nation-)state versus
supranational (European) identities. It is designed to capture the trade-off between supra-
national, national and ethnic identities within a single society over time. However, the Linz-
Moreno scale has been subject to criticism because it deals with these identities as if they
were competing, yet they are often not mutually exclusive (Burton et al. 2010; Levy 2014). It
also fails to offer respondents the option to express low salience of both identities (Guinjoan
and Rodon 2016: 129; Sinnott 2006). This conflation of multi-dimensionality and identity



salience can be solved by splitting the questions into two separate scales that measure the
salience of each layer of identity (Guinjoan and Rodon 2016). Pollsters can separately
measure multiple dimensions of identity, such as race, ancestry, religion or language (Burton
et al. 2010).

While traditional survey research is based on static measures of identity, the analysis of
identity change calls for individual-level panel data across different situations in life. The well-
established experimental research tradition in this field (e.g. Sherif et al. 1961) is likely to be
complemented by the growing availability of big data through which individuals can be tracked
over time. In the future, researchers will need to establish new methods and procedures to
aggregate information from big data on changing identities at the level of municipalities,
regions and countries.

Despite these important innovations, a lot of quantitative research still relies on population
censuses or other state-collected data, and the lack of a common standard for the collection
of data on ethnic identities is an ongoing challenge (Aspinall 2007). Hence, the power to define
identities is not in the hands of scholars, but rather states. Some state censuses are restricted
to a set of constitutionally recognised ethnic categories. What is more, one out of three
countries worldwide do not even record the ethnic identities of their citizens, although they
often gather data on related aspects such as native languages (Kertzer and Arel 2001;
Bochsler and Schlapfer 2016; Simon 2012).

The UN Statistics Division (2008: 139-40) recommends recognising the multidimensional
nature of ethnicity in census questions. However, we do not know of any state that applies
census questions that address fluid, multi-level and nested identities. Some countries are
moving incrementally in this direction. For example, the US census counted only three ethno-
racial categories in 1860, but hundreds in 2000. Today, the US allows respondents now to
(self-)identify with multiple categories (Lee 2009: 114-7). In order to capture multiple layers of
identities in censuses, Lee (2009) tested a new “identity point allocation” system whereby
respondents allocate 10 identity points to multiple ethnic and racial categories. It must be said,
however, that this point-allocation-question—similar to the Linz-Moreno question—does not
fully capture fluid and multi-layered identities: the numeric implementation is based on the idea
that multiple layers of identities are always competing, and never complementing, each other.

The range of innovative methods of measurement shows that the quantitative researchers
have recognised the importance of capturing fluid and multi-layered identities.

2) What is the best method(s) to measure ethnic and/or national identities?

Ethnic and national identities are not individual but collective identities. Quantitative
researchers seek to collect and analyze individual-level data in order to map the shape of
these collective identities across societies or groups. The question for researchers is whether
we can generate population-wide measures that allow us to aggregate and compare the ethnic
structure across countries, regions, or capture social change over time without the need to
assign individuals to a single category.

We believe that we can. And we can even use these data to measure important concepts in
the field such as ethnic polarization and fractionalization. However, researchers must do more
to develop appropriate, context-sensitive indicators that can be used for this purpose. There
is no single “best” method for achieving this; much will depend on the research question. There
are indicators that can be used to measure ethnic closure (or permeability), the
stability/change and salience of ethnic identities (a theoretical suggestion: Wimmer 2008;



exemplified: Eschbach et al. 1998), but we need innovative, comparative datasets to measure
these indicators across countries for the purpose of large-N analysis.

Often we are interested in determining whether ethnic diversity or polarisation can explain
differing levels of conflict across countries. To test for this, we can choose from among a well-
established family of measures to explain nationalist radicalisation (e.g. Key 1949; Glazer et
al. 1998; Bochsler 2013) or political violence (Montalvo and Reynal-Querol 2005). Polarisation
is defined as the (latent) potential for rivalries between two large groups, which is a function
of the ethnic structure of the population. In highly polarised societies, the majority or plurality
group is challenged by an almost equally large minority. Conventional indices of polarisation,
such as the Reynal-Querol-Index (2002), are based on single-dimensional, categorical notions
of ethnicity, wherein identities are stable over time. But how do we understand ethnic
polarisation in the context of multi-layered, nested, and fluid identities?

We are convinced that polarization, fragmentation and most other aggregate measures of
national or ethnic identities are still relevant in a multi-layered and fluid world. Therefore, there
is a large potential for innovative families of indicators of identities that move beyond
categorical and static identities (Lieberman and Singh 2012 offer a review of this field). The
case of Belgium illustrates a possible application. The country is divided between Catholics,
Liberals (seculars), French-, Flemish- and German-speakers. Most Belgian citizens belong to
two of these groups, a religious and a linguistic community (some even to three or more, if
they are raised multilingually). Identities are multi-layered and allow for changing significance.
Indeed, different cleavages have been mobilised in Belgium over time (De Winter and Dumont
1999).

In order to measure ethnic polarisation in an environment of fluid and multi-layered identities,
we need to consider multiple potential lines of conflict. An index can be used to identify and
score the conflict line with the largest potential to mobilise two large groups against each other
(Esteban and Ray 1994). In Belgium, the two largest groups are the Catholics (57%) and the
Flemish-speakers (55%). However, political entrepreneurs would fail if they tried to create a
Catholic-Flemish conflict because most Catholics speak Flemish, and most Flemish-speakers
are Catholic. A more likely line of rivalry is between the Flemish- and French-speaking
communities: both are large, but the overlap between the two groups is small. Indeed, this
identity-based divide is currently the most salient in the political arena: the Belgian party
system is deeply divided between the two main linguistic groups. A multi-dimensional version
of the polarisation index would need to take into account not only the two largest possible
groups (along with multiple lines of conflict), but all possible pairings of the groups.
Recognising that different layers of identities may be politicised, a novel index of ethnic
polarisation could be devised that would identify and score each line according to its conflict.
This new index would recognise that the fiercest rivalries can emerge between groups with a
low membership overlap.

Other relevant indicators that capture ethnic identities across countries while recognising the
multi-layered nature of identities include cross-cuttingness (the degree of overlaps between
identities) (Moerman 1965; Selway 2011a), ethnic diversity, and ethnic homogeneity (Laitin
and Posner 2001). All of these concepts can, with some innovation, easily be expressed in
numbers. However, they require systematic data on multiple layers of identities, which informs
us about overlaps, for a large number of countries. Again, recent moves in data collections go
in this direction.



3) What are the major research findings of quantitative approaches to the study of ethnicity
and nationalism that were not possible using qualitative approaches?

Much of what we know about nationalism and ethnicity has come via the contributions of
quantitative research. Researchers have used data analysis to show that ethnic identities play
a vital role in electoral politics (Birnir 2007), citizenship and immigration policies (Manatschal
2012; Just and Anderson 2012), power-sharing (Cederman et al. 2010) minority claim-making
(Jenne 2007; Jenne et al. 2007; Cunningham 2014; Saideman and Ayres 2000; Siroky and
Hale 2017), political violence (Wilkinson 2004; Jenne 2007; Kalyvas 2008 Costalli and Ruggeri
2015; Balcells 2017), and right-wing extremism (Koopmans and Olzak 2004; Boutcher et al.
2017).

The breadth and depth of the state of the art belies the popular perception that quantitative
methods are poorly equipped to shed new light on the politics of ethnicity or nationalism. We
believe this popular misconception is based on at least three misunderstandings about
quantitative work. The first is that all quantitative research relies on aggregate measures of
identification. In fact, social psychologists have used experimental techniques to shed light on
the individual bases of ethnic identities going as far back as the 1960s and 1970s (see Turner
et al. 1979) Today, this research program is so well established that we can only pick a few
illustrative sketches of notable experimental work on nationalism and ethnic identity.

Since the experimentalist turn in the social sciences some twenty years ago, randomized
controlled trials (RCTs) have become a mainstream technique for showing how threat priming,
for example, alters ethnic identification or ethnic policy preferences. For example, researchers
have used survey experiments to show that exposing respondents to a nationalist rather than
a neutral text makes respondents more likely to favour restrictive immigration policies
(Sniderman et al. 2004) or affects how they identify on ethnic grounds (Hierro and Gallego
2018). Other research suggests that ethnopopulist foreign policy statements lead respondents
to favour more hawkish military stances than nationalist statements alone (Zellman 2019).
Survey-based research has also shed light on how a person’s cognitive style might influence
their identity formation (Rosenberg and Beattie 2019).

The second misconception is that standard quantitative techniques are incapable of capturing
the complexity of ethnic and national identification. In point of fact, survey researchers have
long engaged in investigating the components of national and ethnic identities as well as the
relationships between them. Nuanced survey questions, such as the Linz-Moreno question,
are now the methodological standard. Meanwhile, social scientists have used surveys to
identify the correlates and components of national and ethnic identity. For instance, Shayo
(2009) used WVS and International Social Survey Program (ISSP) to show that strength of
national identity correlates with inegalitarian welfare preferences across societies. Others
have isolated different components of national identity, demonstrating, for example, that
national pride is associated with national attachment (Theiss-Morse 2009; McCrone and
Surridge 1998). Psychologists, meanwhile, have used the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure
(MEIM) developed by Phinney (1992) to measure ethnicity among adolescents. Multiple
studies using MEIM have validated the bifactor structure of ethnic identity—identity exploration
and group commitment—demonstrating the experiential basis of ethnic identification across a
diverse range of ethnic groups (Roberts et al. 1999; Yap et al. 2014).

The third misconception is that quantitative research on nationalism and ethnicity is
necessarily ahistorical and de-contextualized. In fact, a considerable body of quantitative
research has demonstrated the social constructedness of ethnic and national identities by
examining the intersection of indirect measures of identity with household and cadastral data,
educational and linguistic data and other demographic characteristics. For example, Howe et
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al. (2019) used historical sub-national data from the late Habsburg empire to show how the
variable intersection of class and ethnic identities throughout the empire led political
competitors to adopt variable electoral strategies. Other historically-minded quantitative
researchers have processed household, electoral and other types of data to re-examine what
we know about the interrelation between identity and war. Kopstein and Wittenberg (2011),
for example, matched voting records with census data in interwar Poland to show that anti-
Jewish pogroms were more likely to occur in politically polarized local communities. Likewise,
Charnysh and Finkel (2017) analysed communities close to the Treblinka concentration camp
in Poland, revealing that localities with higher levels of Jewish property transfers were more
likely to support an anti-Semitic party in 2001. In another macro-level study, Bormann et al.
(2017) assessed whether different layers of identity — language or religion — can be used in
similar ways to produce spirals of ethnic hatred and civil war. Much can be learned about the
constructed yet embedded nature of identities through longitudinal analysis of databases
based on cadastral and other types of quantitative data.

This cursory review suggests that there is a significant body of quantitative work that
successfully deals with multi-layered, fluid and nested identities—far more than critics appear
to believe. Moreover, traditional quantitative measures of ethnic and national identity very
often suffice for answering many pressing questions in the field. At the same time, we should
bear in mind that there is no one-fits-all approach: while identities might be multi-dimensional
and fluid in some societies, they are sharp and stable in others. For the latter, simple,
categorical measures may not only be adequate, but actually the most suitable for analysis.

Harris Mylonas

1) Is it possible to capture multiple/dynamic ethnic and national identities with quantitative
data?

It depends on what we mean by “capture,” on whether we are studying historical or
contemporary developments, and on the purpose the quantitative data collection is gathered
for. We can certainly quantify many aspects of social life and we can categorize individuals on
the basis of “ethnic” or “national” identity categories. And, in theory, certain methodologies—
survey research and/or experimental designs; ethnography; participatory observation—can
also “capture” multiple or dynamic elements of such identities. However, there are several
problems that are close to impossible to overcome without attention to conceptualization,
research design and causal identification.

To begin with, scholars disagree over the conceptualization of ethnicity. Horowitz in his Ethnic
Groups in Conflict used the term as an umbrella concept that “easily embraces groups
differentiated by color, language, and religion; it covers ‘tribes,” ‘races,” ‘nationalities,” and
castes” (Horowitz 1985: 53). Chandra more recently proposed an analytically more useful
definition: “ethnic identities are a subset of identity categories in which eligibility for
membership is determined by attributes associated with, or believed to be associated with,
descent.” (2006: 398). In her influential work ethnic identities do change but this pattern is
constrained by an, often visible, set of attributes. The main way ethnic and national identities
are different seems to be that ethnic identities do not necessarily involve a self-determination
claim and that national identities do not necessarily involve qualifying features that are
genetically transmitted.



Experimental designs have long been the standard methodology for social psychologists and
it has been making inroads within political science as well. Certain survey research
instruments can capture multiple identities co-existing, including ethnic, national, supra-
national/regional, even cosmopolitan (Stelzl and Seligman 2009). As Burton et al. put it “while
it is not possible to measure a complex, multidimensional, fluid concept using a single question
at one point in time [...] it is possible for survey research to provide a much more sensitive
measure of ethnicity, where variation over time and between parents and children in elements
of a multi-dimensional measure are seen as assets rather than as problems for consistency.”
(2010: 1344).

Ethnography and/or participatory observation is definitely another way to capture multiple,
dynamic, and often contradictory ethnic, regional, religious, gender, class, and national
identities. The episodic and often contextual character of ethnic and national identities is a key
feature of works such as Lisa Wedeen’s Peripheral Visions or Roger Brubaker et al.’s
Nationalist politics and everyday ethnicity in a Transylvanian town.

Experimental designs involve some degree of intervention, the “treatment” variables, which
may distort respondents' responses or perceptions, but the information collected is likely to
isolate the effect of the “treatment” on self-identification/categorization. On the other hand,
participant observation is less invasive, but it involves a significant amount of subjective
interpretation.

An important aspect, which changes the degree of the challenge, is whether we are studying
historical cases or if our interests are contemporary. If one is interested in studying historical
cases, then the actors involved are long gone and depending on the literacy levels at the time,
there may hardly be any available written records. Deciding which “groups” should be included
in an analysis is a daunting problem in the study of nationalism and nation-building. | have
called this the politics of “counting people”—referring to the difficulties and politics involved in
three interrelated choices: identifying a group as an “ethnic group” or a “minority,” deciding on
an estimate of its population, and studying it as a relatively unitary and homogeneous entity.”
(Mylonas 2012 and 2015). Existing historical research cannot provide many of the answers
we need and this is a politicized field thus we have a systematically biased picture of the
situation on the ground. The most common methodological problems resulting from this
practice are selection bias and over aggregated actors (for examples, see Mylonas 2015). The
politics surrounding census statistics on “national minorities” or “ethnic groups” is an extremely
problematic aspect in the study of the emergence and change of ethnic and national identities.

Cross-national statistical work in Political Science, Sociology, and Economics has relied on
various indices, such as the Ethnolinguistic Fractionalization Index (Bruk and Apencenko
1964), the Politically Relevant Ethnic Groups (Posner, 2004), Fearon (2003), Alesina et al.
(2003), and so forth, to capture ethnic diversity. Most of these studies rely either on census
categories or on material produced by the elites of “oppressed” groups.

As | have argued elsewhere (Mylonas 2015), whoever is responsible for the census often
predetermines the results. The main objective of censuses is to “manage” the diversity by
taxonomizing people into categories that facilitate governance. In most cases there is no way
to know if the categories used in a census were the most salient ones for the people on the
ground. In fact, state census committees can be seen as the very institutions that “flatten” the
multiple ethnic and national identities of a population by choosing to highlight a particular
dimension—religious affiliation, mother tongue, regional identity, racial categories, or ethnic
origin—and thus producing an “ethnic structure” that fits the government’s goals. Census data
on “ethnicity” should be understood as components of a state’s nation-building strategy.
Certain groups are not represented in census categories in order to mute them. Moreover, we
are likely to get deflated population estimates of certain non-core groups (in my work this term
refers to any aggregation of individuals that is perceived as unassimilated by the ruling political



elite of a country) and no estimates at all for the ones that are targeted with assimilationist
policies.

Scholars sometimes attempt to get a more complete picture of the ethnic makeup of a country,
or a region, by relying on reports or memoirs produced by elites of non-core groups. This is
definitely an important source, but we need to be careful since such actors have incentives to
inflate the numbers of the group they represent and to favour particular characteristics over
others. Of course, it is next to impossible to capture any of the non-core groups whose elites
have been successfully co-opted, or those that have no literate elites. Selection bias is
unavoidable in the study of ethnic diversity.

We can now turn to the purpose of the quantitative data collection. Most of these data
collection projects try to capture “ethnic diversity” in a country or its “ethnic makeup” rather
than “multiple/dynamic ethnic and national identities”. Thus, they probably would not count as
successful examples of data collection even without the problems | have outlined above.
However, more thoughtful data collection efforts have focused on coding “politically relevant”
ethnic groups, using expert surveys, and including as many recorded groups as possible by
lowering their inclusion threshold. Cross-national time-series datasets on “multiple/dynamic
ethnic and national identities” may be especially hard--if not impossible--to be developed. But,
some of the existing ones like the Ethnic Power Relations data set (Cederman, Wimmer, and
Min, 2010) and the revamped Minorities at Risk project (Birnir et al., 2015) are adequate in
order to answer particular research questions. In terms of research trying to capture individual
behavior and/or attachments important advancements have taken place but we are still far
from constructing instruments that can travel across countries and be used for multiple
research purposes.

2) What is the best method(s) to measure ethnic and/or national identities?

Once again, | would argue that the best way to measure ethnic and/or national identities
depends on who you are and what you want to capture, and at what level of analysis. It also
depends on the nature of the research question.

For government officials, for instance, the goal may be to bring about a particular ethnic
structure in their country or to silence the existence of certain ethnic or national identities.
Thus, government officials can come up with census questions that achieve this goal as well
as repress the expression of any other identity category or cleavage dimension in the public
sphere. For elites of oppressed, under-represented or silenced ethnic or national groups, the
goal is to get noticed, counted, and gain access to political power—ranging from
representation to self-determination. Thus, they are likely to challenge governmental policies,
reach out to international actors and seek help to gain visibility, and attempt to produce their
own statistics. Clearly for these actors the best method to measure ethnic and/or national
identities is the one that serves their goals. Scholars should always be vigilant and aware of
these political struggles in the areas they study.

Turning to the ways that academic researchers have dealt with this, we can divide them on
the basis of what they are studying, at what level of analysis, and which methods they are
using. For instance, scholars who focus on cross-national statistical study of civil wars, public
goods provision, regime type, party systems, or economic development tend to use one (or
more) of the datasets on ethnolinguistic fractionalization | discussed above (e.g. Cox 1997;
Fearon and Laitin 2003; Toft 2003; Alesina and Ferrara 2005; Benhabib and Przeworski 2006;
Goldstone et al. 2010). These datasets to a great extent reproduce the biases that exist in
censuses around the world. But there is a further problem, when it comes to cross-national
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datasets trying to capture the ethnic makeup of a country. Most data-collection projects do not
include small groupings of people since the cut-off point for inclusion in a dataset is often 1
percent of a country’s population. The seriousness of this problem depends on the research
question of interest. A straightforward way in which ignoring small groups is problematic is to
think of the possibility that a country has 30 groups smaller than 1 percent, which cumulatively
total 10 or 15 percent of the country’s population, as compared with one that has just a couple
groups below the 1 percent threshold.

The seriousness of such a coding strategy becomes obvious when we consider the possibility
that this very fragmentation is often the goal of state policy as | describe in The Politics of
Nation-Building (2012), rather than a mere “fact” of the ethnic landscape. The Minorities at
Risk project is working on improving its dataset in this direction by significantly lowering the
population threshold needed for inclusion (Birnir et al., 2015). The Ethnic Power Relations
(EPR) dataset (Cederman Wimmer, and Min, 2010) has also moved the discussion further by
looking at changes in power relations and constructing a typology of access to state power by
explicitly relying on expert surveys. This was an important innovation in this part of the
literature. The Uppsala Conflict Data Project (UCDP) has also innovated in various ways.
Finally, Joel Selway (2011a) has recently produced a dataset which innovates over previous
efforts by going beyond the coding of a single-cleavage characteristic of social structure, such
as ethnic or religious fractionalization. He developed a new index of ethno-religious cross-
cuttingness, derived from national public opinion surveys. This way it becomes possible to
capture the relationship between cleavages.

Partially in response to these problems of over-aggregation scholars turned to the micro-level
trying to unearth the microfoundations of political violence (Kalyvas 2006). Scholars that study
the internal dynamics of civil wars took a more nuanced approach to identifying warring groups
and often see ethnicity or national identity as more fluid (Staniland 2014) even epiphenomenal
to civil war dynamics (Christia 2012).

Other scholars are interested in constitutive stories of particular nation-states so they often
take a state perspective, thus focusing on how the ruling elites or organic intellectuals have
defined a particular national identity, and the place of various ethnic groups may fit in it, as
well as under what conditions these change (Mylonas 2012, Akturk 2012, Brand 2014).

But cross-national datasets capturing ethnic diversity face further challenges. Comparability
across countries is complicated by the fact that statistical bureaus collect data on identity
categories that are arrayed around different cleavage dimensions in each country and over
time. And, as we know from the empirical record, once the decision concerning the cleavage
dimension and the relevant identity categories has been taken, a particular incentive structure
is created for individuals on the ground. The result is usually overreporting in favour of the
core group. The same inhabitants of a particular territory could be aggregated with respect to
language or religion or a notion of national consciousness, each time producing a different
ethnic makeup.

There are some practices that can mitigate these problems. To begin with, one should avoid
relying on data produced during conflict. Another approach involves looking at census data
that was produced prior to significant political changes in a region. In the case of my study of
nation-building in the Balkans, | turned to Ottoman censuses from the 19th century—which
did not use national categories—as well as confidential diplomatic reports written prior to the
Balkan Wars or World War I. Looking at confidential reports housed in archives provides a
window to state policymakers’ thinking and often “reveals” the existence of groups of people
that rarely come up in censuses or newspapers. These public omissions are purposeful.
Again, if the goal is to capture ethnic diversity in a country, this approach is better than relying
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on the census, but one needs to keep in mind that state officials have their own agendas and
mainly report on politically relevant groups. Conducting intercoder reliability tests by consulting
academics, human rights activists, and investigative journalists is another way to overcome
this problem.

Finally, there is a wide range of scholarship trying to study individual level attachments and
their impact on behavior or attitudes. This type of scholarship utilizes surveys or survey
experiments to answer its research questions. As Burton et al. put it “Subjective measures
need to recognize both instabilities in affiliation and multiple affiliations.” (2010: 1345). This
field, primarily involving social psychologists, is trying to find the best instruments to allow
individuals to “fit” in multiple identity categories based on different answers they provide and
attributes they qualify for. However, coming up with a “valid measure of ethnicity” remains
challenging.

3) What are the major research findings of quantitative approaches to the study of ethnicity
and nationalism that were not possible using qualitative approaches?

Quantitative political science necessarily focuses on more parsimonious arguments that can
be represented in a statistical model specification. The arguments need to be falsifiable and
generate several testable observations. On the other hand, qualitative approaches are often
linked to particular observations of individuals, villages, regions, countries or global patterns.
Various methods could be used by a qualitative researcher to collect their data including
fieldwork, participatory observation, elite interviews, focus groups, archival research, or even
the synthetic approach to an existing body of literature. Both quantitative and qualitative
researchers utilise data collected through similar methods. For instance, World Bank
indicators or household survey data are collected in the field. The primary difference between
qualitative and quantitative approaches has to do with how they analyse these data.

Certain types of conclusions and insights cannot come from ethnographic or medium-N
qualitative work. Also, some qualitative work suffers from selection bias, i.e. drawing general
conclusions from a non-representative sample of cases. For example, Fearon and Laitin
(1996) have used quantitative methods to show that peaceful and even cooperative relations
between ethnic groups are far more common than is large-scale violence as suggested from
journalists and much of the academic literature on ethnic conflict. In the 1990s, many research
programs became more critical of value laden definitions of concepts, case selection followed
standard criteria that avoided selection bias (Geddes 1990), data collection processes
became more transparent, the hypotheses proposed were crafted so that they could be
falsifiable, and the interpretation of phenomena no longer predated the analyses of data. As a
result, a new comparative approach emerged studying ethnic conflict, political violence, and
nationalism (Mylonas and Tudor 2021).

Given the limited space | have, | will focus on developments in the study of civil wars as
illustrative examples. There has been a lot of theorising and testing with regard to the role that
ethnic (and religious) fragmentation plays in the onset of armed conflict. Identity categories,
ethnic or religious, have been hypothesised to have direct causal effects on the outbreak and
duration of civil wars (Cederman et al. 2013; Cunningham and Weidmann 2010; Goddard
2006). In an influential article, Fearon and Laitin (2003) did not find any effect of ethnic or
religious fractionalization on the onset of civil war after controlling for per capita income. For
ethnicity to factor into such a scenario, the simple existence of many ethnic groups in a country
would not suffice. The politics surrounding the various ethnic groups, the access to state and
non-state resources, and the hierarchies of these groups were more likely to be linked to
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conflict. Collier & Hoeffler found that only ethnic dominance—one ethnic group being the
majority—increases the probability of civil war onset (2004: 588). Andreas Wimmer (2012),
using the EPR dataset, convincingly demonstrated that the institutional setting within which
ethnic practices take place is more important than the heterogeneity index.

Another claim that has been supported by statistical analyses is that ethnic and non-ethnic
civil wars have different causes. Sambanis called for the disaggregation of ‘civil war as a
category into identity (ethnic/religious) and nonidentity wars (2001). The assumptions driving
the logic of this distinction is that identifiability is easier in ethnic wars and that the security
dilemma is operative in such cases (Sambanis 2000: 455). Relatedly, Balch-Lindsay and
Enterline (2000) found that ‘ethnicized’ civil wars were protracted conflicts. Cunningham el al.
(2009) later on suggested that rebel group characteristics mediated the effect of ethnicity on
war duration. What all of these approaches have in common is that they treat ethnic identities
as exogenous to the conflict and assume their salience.

More recently, Selway (2011b) utilized a new dataset (which | discussed above) and looked
at how social structure affects the onset of civil war. Going beyond the existing studies that
focused only on single-cleavage characteristics of social structure, such as ethnic or religious
fractionalization, Selway argued that models that do not take into account the relationship
between cleavages (or cleavage structure) are biased. He developed a new index of ethno-
religious cross-cuttingness, derived from national public opinion surveys, and found that
ethno-religious cross-cuttingness accounts for variation in civil war onset when interacted with
ethnic fractionalization. Relatedly, Kuo and Mylonas (2020) have recently proposed that once
we consider the socio-political orders established by the respective nation-building
experiences of countries experiencing civil wars, we can make better sense of the patterns of
variation in the role of identity in civil war fractionalization and alliance formation.

All in all, ethnic identifiability and cleavage salience should both be treated as variables. As
Kalyvas (2008) has shown, ethnic identities are not stable or unitary during civil conflicts, nor
do warring groups and their leaders necessarily have congruent motivations. Statistical
analyses unearthed interesting patterns and generated important puzzles that qualitative
approaches could not have come up with; but, they ultimately required the help of
ethnographic accounts, archival research, and fieldwork to discern the microfoundations of
these processes.

Andreas Wimmer

One of the more exciting developments in the social sciences is that issues long considered
the exclusive domains of qualitative, interview or fieldwork based research methods have
become accessible to quantitative investigation. This is true for the study of collective identities
such as those related to ethnicity, race, or nationhood. As | see it, there are three approaches,
not mutually exclusive, to study these forms of classification and identification in quantitative
ways: on the basis of naturally occurring data (such as Twitter, google search terms, or
Facebook pages), through large-scale surveys, and through codings generated by experts. In
this essay, | will give some examples of these three approaches and discuss their advantages
and limitations. Before | begin, | should note here that these three approaches are usually
connected to different aspects of ethno-racial and national identities: surveys are mostly
investigating the individual level, psychological relationship to these identities (the subjective
identification with them); naturally occurring data often relate to the behavioral or discursive
consequences of these identities; and expert-coded data are mostly exploring the macro-
structural features of these identities (such as their relationship to political power or economic
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wealth). In other words, the three different approaches are complementary from a substantial
point of view.

1) Naturally occurring data: Twitter, Facebook, et al.

With the advent of the internet and social media, many new sources of data have appeared
that are relevant for the comparative study of ethnicity, race, and nationalism. For example,
one can gain new insights into the study of racial resentment by analyzing google search terms
(which are supposedly not subject to any social desirability bias) on a fine-grained geographic
scale (Stephens-Davidowitz 2014). Another source is Twitter, which can be explored to study
the effects of laws on anti-immigrant sentiment (Flores 2017), among other topics. Wimmer
and Lewis (2010) use the Facebook pages of a cohort of American college students to study
at which levels of segmental differentiation (to illustrate: a Japanese American, is an Asian
American, is a person of color) friendship ties are clustering.

As this last example illustrates, naturally occurring data can take into account the complexity
of multiple levels of ethnic (and other) forms of collective identification, if the data sources are
rich enough to allow such differentiation. As the first example demonstrates, naturally
occurring data have certain advantages over interview based methods as they are not
necessarily as influenced by what individuals think others (including the interviewer) would
consider a legitimate, good answer. The downside of these data is that it is not generated in
view of the kinds of questions that social scientists are interested in. For example, how do we
know that individuals googling the n-word after Obama’s election are indeed motivated by
racial resentment—or by an interest in learning about the resentment of others? How do we
know that individuals who are making friends with others of the same background are actually
motivated by ethnic homophily? In other words, many of these sources don’t allow to measure
ethnic, racial, or national identifications directly, but only its behavioral or discursive
consequences. New advances in natural language processing, in the meantime, are likely to
change this in the future. Using word embedding techniques, for example (Kozlowski et al.
2019), will allow researchers to extract relevant forms of identification and its meaning from
large corpi of texts (such as political speeches or newspaper articles or emails).

2) Surveys: From ISS to TeO

The second approach is based on surveys, which allows us to answer at least some of the
questions that are difficult to access via naturally occurring data. Most famously, the
International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) contained a module, run several times over
the past two decades, about individual identities. It included a battery of questions about
national pride, about whether individuals identify more with their ethnic community than with
the nation (including a “Moreno version” of this question), and so forth. This data has been
used very often, not the least to identify different variations of national identities, going beyond
the well-established dichotomy opposing ethnic to civic forms of nationalism (Bonikowski
2016). While the ISSP data is available for “only” 32 or so countries, many other multi-country
surveys contain questions relevant to the study of ethnicity, race, and nationalism. For
example, Wimmer (2017) combined dozens of such surveys, including the various continental
Barometer surveys as well as all available rounds of the World Values Survey, to explore the
determinants of national pride.

Needless to say, many more surveys were conducted at the national level to explore questions
of national and ethnic identity. This allows us to include more contextual questions (such as
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those referring to specific everyday situations or political issues relevant only to the country at
hand). In some surveys, researchers have even ventured beyond the typical questionnaire
form, which consists in asking respondents how relevant identity x or y is for them, or how
relevant identity x is vis-a-vis identity y (as in the Moreno question). This is obviously
interesting but also very limiting, as it prompts individuals to think about a particular form of
categorisation that they might otherwise not bother about much. The survey | have in mind is
Trajectoire et Origine (Beauchemin et al. 2016), conducted with a representative French
sample and an oversampling of immigrants. It contains a completely open identity question,
allowing individuals to write in that they mostly identify with their trade (e.g. carpenter,
sociologist), age or cohort (retired, generation X), region (Nigois), etc.

Even such extraordinarily rich survey data are obviously haunted by the limitations of the
methodology: It captures attitudes and abstract identities, rather than observable behavior that
is linked to such attitudes and identities; it suffers from social desirability bias; it is
decontextualized (individuals think of their identity differently when entering the emergency
room of a hospital than when they take a stroll in their neighbourhood); it prompts respondents
to think about certain kind of identities, and so forth.

3) Expert codings: From ELF to EPR and beyond

The final type of data comes from administrative or expert sources. In the field of study we are
concerned with here, the prime example is the ethno-linguistic fractionalization index. The
original version is based on the linguistic maps assembled by Soviet ethnographers and
linguists in the fifties and sixties (Bruk and Apencenko 1964). In the meantime, other similar
indices have been produced by economists (Alesina and La Ferrara 2005) and political
scientists (Roeder 2007). With the exception of the latter, these indices are not time-varying,
but represent snapshots at a particular point in time. On the basis of this data, other kind of
indices can easily be constructed, including the often used index of polarization (which
reaches the maximum value when two groups make up half of the population each) (Montalvo
and Reynal-Querol 2005). If used to test mechanisms that are actually related to linguistic
diversity, these measures are certainly useful (see e.g. Wimmer 2018). More often than not,
however, they were used to test arguments related to ethnic inequality and grievances, to
which the actual measures are obviously only tangentially related (Fearon and Laitin 2003):
Tanzania has dozens and dozens of spoken languages, but none of them (with the exceptions
of the Masai) are related to politically relevant groupings or claims.

This situation has recently changed with the advent of data that are tracing political processes
of ethnic mobilization and contestation more directly. The Ethnic Power Relations Dataset
(Wimmer et al. 2009) is a widely used dataset that codes all minimally politically relevant ethnic
categories (including those marked by linguistic, religious, and other boundaries) and notes
their level of political representation in national level government. Unlike the static
fractionalization indices, EPR is fully compatible with constructivist principles: the relevant
categories can (and do) change over time, groups can split and fuse, and so on. Still, the
dataset does not allow for multiple, overlapping forms of identification, such that each citizen
at any point in time is assigned to only one politically relevant ethnic group. The same is true
for the older Minorities at Risk dataset, which like EPR is based on expert codings. It contains
many more variables than EPR, but was originally limited to a subset of ethnic groups “at risk”
of political persecution and exclusion, a classic case of coding on a dependent variable. This
has recently changed and the dataset is now supposedly including all “socially relevant” ethnic
groups around the world, irrespective of their political status or levels of politicization (Birnir et
al. 2018). Both EPR and MAR leave it up to country experts to decide how individuals identify,
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which categories are relevant for them, and how strongly these categories are related to
behaviour. This obviously leaves lots of space for misunderstandings and misrepresentations,
for all kinds of coder biases, and so on. On the other hand, however, such data is uniquely
suited to represent the macro-structural correlates of ethno-racial diversity, including levels of
political and economic inequality.

4) Evaluation and outlook

As the short evaluative comments above make clear, it is obvious that the three quantitative
approaches each have their specific advantages and disadvantages: naturally occurring data
rarely allow us to measure identification, such that observers have to deduce these from
behaviour; survey data allow to measure such identification directly, but it is unclear how far
these are relevant and for which kind of behaviour; expert-coded datasets are best to explore
the dynamics of ethnic politics, but at the prize of a simplified and one-dimensional
understanding of identification. Ideally, therefore, one would combine multiple data sources
together.

Such an ideal dataset would be coded at the individual level, record the traces of their behavior
(as in tweets, Facebook posts, email content, networking behavior, voting, etc.), combine it
with interview based statements about how they identify in which situations (using open, write-
in questions wherever feasible), and relate all of this with other, “objective” or expert-coded
data sources organized at the level of the ethnic and national groups mentioned in these
interviews. This data should be organized as a panel, that is, observe the same individuals
over—ideally—very long stretches of time and include the behaviours, identities, and
associated traits of their children as well. Obviously, we are quite far away from such an
integrated, multi-sourced and multi-generational system of data collection. If current advances
in big data and online interview techniques continue into the near future, however, we should
arrive there before too long.

It is now time to directly address the questions that the organisers of this symposium have
posed to its participants. First, they ask if it is possible to capture multiple and dynamic ethnic
and national identities with quantitative data? Obviously, quantitative data are at a
disadvantage compared to ethnographies (see Brubaker et al. 2007) when it comes to
capturing the context-dependent and dynamic nature of ethnic and national identifications. As
always, there is a trade-off: Quantitative data are necessarily more static and less sensitive to
context, but they come with the advantage of a bird-eye comparative horizon and the promise
of generalisation. Some datasets related to ethnic and national identities are dynamic (e.g.
EPR), some allow for multiple identities (TeO in an exemplary way, some advanced surveys
such as ISSP), but many others are not. Most importantly, we lack a true panel that would
observe individuals’ forms of identification over their life course and over generations
(comparable to the Panel Study of Income Dynamics in the USA, for example). Maybe it is
time to join forces and start such a panel.

The convenors also ask what the best methods are to measure ethnic and/or national
identities. | am not in a position to answer this question from a more technical, survey
construction or measurement theoretical point of view (see for example Worrell et al. 2019).
In my limited view, it is astonishing how little survey designers have been informed by the
theoretically more advanced discussions in the social sciences. It seems that psychologists
and their understandings of identity (as “in-group” identification) are dominating the survey
production industry. In other words, | don’t see a “best” method to measure ethnic and national
identities so far, they all seem to be rather limited. To improve, they would have to take into
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account a) the nested character of ethno-national systems of categorization (again, a
Japanese American is an Asian American, is a Person of Color, is an American), b) the
multiple dimensions along which these categories can vary in the eyes of individuals (including
the cultural content or degrees of consensus, see Abdelal et al. 2006; Wimmer 2008), c) the
overlap with or relationship to other forms of identification. Beyond surveys, as noted above,
natural language processing techniques will further enhance our ability to detect and interpret
identity discourses and their meaning in big corpi of texts. It is too early to tell how these
techniques will evolve, but they are certainly superior to classical discourse analysis, which is
marred by problems of interpretative bias and selectivity.

Finally, the organisers would like us to comment on the major research findings of quantitative
approaches to the study of ethnicity and nationalism that were not possible using qualitative
approaches. Here, | allow myself to take a rather parochial point of view and focus on one
particular question that my own research has been concerned with: The study of ethnopolitical
mobilization and conflict. The advent of new quantitative datasets such as EPR, AMAR, and
others has led to a quantum leap in our understanding of these processes, specifically allowing
us to understand the crucial role of ethno-political inequality—or exclusion from national level
government—as one of the major drivers of such mobilization and conflict (see Wimmer et al.
2009; for other important factors, see Lindemann and Wimmer 2018). Most excitingly, these
datasets are now linked to other datasets, including those on armed conflict, on the rebels
participating in these conflicts, on the outside sponsors of these rebels, on the geographic
areas in which they operate and the individual incidents of violence that occur, and so forth.
The level of specificity and precision that these new sources of quantitative data allow is quite
extraordinary—and represent a quantum leap compared to an older, foundational generation
of scholarship that pioneered the study of ethnic politics (such as the magisterial Horowitz
1985). Much room for improvement remains, including in terms of measurement, modelling
processual dynamics in statistically appropriate ways (going beyond the dominant
comparative statics), theoretical precision, and addressing concerns of endogeneity in more
state-of-the-art ways.

Beyond the field of ethno-racial politics and conflict, the study of identities would certainly profit
from a rigorous multi-method research program, in which qualitative comparative scholarship,
which has also tremendously improved recently with more careful attention to case selection
and scope conditions, would be closely integrated with the different types of quantitative
research outlined in this essay. The demands for mastering multiple methods are
considerable, but the younger generation of researchers is also better equipped than ever to
meet them.
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