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Interpreting Ethnic Movements
in Pakistan

CHRISTOPHE JAFFRELOT

The paper looks into the causes behind various ethnic movements in Pakistan and finds
that these identity movements do not stem from primordial collective bonds. Rather, they
originate from a motivation to promote specific interests, political as well as socio-economic.
Centralisation of the state is an additional factor contributing to the ethnic tensions in the
country as it leads to a strong feeling of vulnerability among the smaller groups.

The main debate among the social scientists studying nationalism and
ethnicity opposes "modernists"-for Whom both things are constructions responsible
for highly malleable identities- and "primordialists"-for whom these phenomena
directly emerge from cultural features. The latter defines political identities by the
"power of the 'givens' of place, tongue, blood, looks, and way-of-life to shape an
individual's notion of who, at bottom, he is and with whom, indissolubly, he belongs
is rooted in the non-rational foundations of personality" [Geertz (1963), p. 128]. For
the "primordialists", collective identities are largely immemorial, sub-conscious and
beyond reason. Incidentally, this is the way the nationalists look at their nation. So
far as the realm of South Asian studies is concerned, Francis Robinson has explained
"Muslim separatism" in British India in the name of these "primordialist" concepts,
by arguing that these Muslims "had, in fact, a sense of Muslim identity, and they had
it largely independently of levels of social mobilisation in their society, although
increased levels of social mobilisation might make them more conscious of it".1 This
approach was perfectly in tune with the "two nation theory" of Jinnah for whom
Muslims formed a separate nation by the virtue of their own culture.

The primordialist viewpoint has been strongly criticised by Ernest Gellner, for
whom "Men do not become nationalists from sentiment or sentimentality, atavistic
or not, well-based or myth-founded: they become nationalists through genuine,
objective, practical necessity, however obscurely recognised" [Gellner (1964), p.
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lRobinson (1974), where the author partly explains the emergence of Muslim separatism as
resulting from a relative incompatibility between Hindu and Muslim cultures.






















































