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An Introduction to Ethnic Studies in
International Relations

Junko TOMARU*

Abstract

This paper is an attempt to give an introductory overview of roles and leading
analytical approaches of ethnic studies in international relations.

Ethnic studies are similar to the studies of volcanic activities, looking at the ever-
changing and sometimes unpredictable eruption or settling of relations between ethnic
groups with one another or with other actors. Ethnic studies place emphasis on human
aspects of international relations, by shedding light on cultural contacts and group
identities of people such as those in and after the process of international migration. The
study has its roots as antitheses to assimilation theories and national integration theories.
Its importance in this post Cold War era is ever growing as the numbers of arenas where
ethnic groups can assert themselves increased at various subnational, supranational, and
transnational levels.

Yet still, some pathway should be found through what Walker Connor called
‘linguistic jungle’ with additional difficulty of discrepancies between Japanese and English
key words. This paper therefore attempts to clarify some keyword definitions first.
Thereafter, leading analytical approaches are briefly surveyed by regrouping these into
two: the perspectives mainly looking at internal factors which attract people to certain
ethnic groups such as primordial or instrumental factors; and the analyses which
concentrate on the socio-environmental factors which influence ethnic groups’ way of
existence externally, namely, historical, psychocultural, economic, and political structures.

Lastly, the paper gives an experimental mini case study to analyse Malays’ ethnicity

in Malaysia, using the various perspectives as surveyed above.
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