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Main research questions and 
methodology

• Main research question: What does the evolving 
research literature tell us about the collection, 
measurement, and analysis of ethnicity data? 
This includes a fundamental question of ‘should 
we count’ and then, if we do count, how should we count’ and then, if we do count, how should 
we use such data.

• Methodology: The project involved a literature 
review and a seminar with key stakeholders.



Themes
Themes from the literature review:

– Language and ethnicity
– Religion and ethnicity
– Nationalism, national identity and ethnicity– Nationalism, national identity and ethnicity
– Ancestry and ethnicity
– Race and ethnicity
– The influence of the state on ethnic identities
– Assimilation and/or acculturation of migrants 

and minority groups



Topics

• Key topics:
– Ethnogenesis
– Ethnic intermarriage and the transmission of 

ethnicity to children
– Ethnic mobility
– Indigeneity
– Genetics, the human genome project and 

ethnicity
– New Zealander responses in the New 

Zealand census



Ethnogenesis – what is it?



Two strands

• Creation of identity
– Individual level
– In the realm of psychology
– Evolutionary biological process– Evolutionary biological process

• Emergence of new ethnicities
– Societal level
– Historical and political context central



Creation of identity

• The realm of psychology, neural science, 
genetics and epigenetics

• To do with creation of identity and how this • To do with creation of identity and how this 
translates to ethnicities

• Not restricted to emergence of new groups 
but to the genesis of ethnicities at the 
individual level



A very diverse field

• Steven Pinker – theory of mind
• Neil Risch – genetics
• Reinhard Stöger – epigenetics
• Eric Kandel – theory of mind, neural 

sociology
• Bikkhu Parekh – politics of identity
• Eduardo Bonilla – ethnogenesis and 

cultural expression



Emergence of new ethnicities

• The older meaning of ethnogenesis 

• First in English around 1962 – on the 
origin of races (Wierciński) and on the origin of races (Wierciński) and on the 
racialisation of ‘Negro-Americans’ (Singer)

• Largest literature relates to medieval 
European history



Themes

• Emergence of ethnicities in history
• Creation of ‘Māori’ as an ethnicity
• Emergence of New Zealander 
• Articulation of own and others’ identities• Articulation of own and others’ identities
• Politics of ethnicity
• Changing meanings of ethnonyms over 

time



Creation and transmission of ethnicity
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Ethnic intermarriage and the 
transmission of ethnicity to children



• Worldwide, there is much interest in ethnic 
intermarriage

• Intermarriage is important in New Zealand, 
particularly amongst Māori and Pacific particularly amongst Māori and Pacific 
people

• But ethnic identity is not ‘passed’ across 
generations in a predictable, linear fashion



Chinese/Māori
some numbers

Year Male Female Total

1976 565 553 1,118 

1981 483 477 963 

1986 1,134 1,176 2,310 

1991 1,065 1,140 2,205 

1996 1,929 2,070 3,999 

2001 2,055 2,022 4,077 
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Ethnic mobility

• International research indicates that while for 
some people ethnic identity is relatively fixed, for 
others there is some ‘fluidity’

• The fluidity is influenced by many factors • The fluidity is influenced by many factors 
including age, social norms, and context

• In New Zealand, emerging research indicates 
mobility but we need to know more about this 
phenomena



Māori males who were 0–4 in 1986 who were
in each ethnic sub-group in subsequent censuses
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Indigeneity

• New Zealand statisticians have either been 
relatively slow, or reluctant, to bring concepts of 
indigeneity into official statistical collections

• But the concept of indigeneity is something that • But the concept of indigeneity is something that 
is very important to particular groups of people 
throughout the world, including Māori in New 
Zealand

• Discussions of indigeneity are often closely 
linked to issues of recognition of indigenous 
rights



Indigeneity

• Can there be a second indigenous 
group in New Zealand?

• Does second indigeneity raise 
questions about the ‘rest’ of the New 
Zealand population?



http://www.bebo.com/Profile.jsp?MemberId=4870631159



Genetics, the human genome project, 
race and ethnicity: three broad positions

• race has no biological basis 

• there are racial differences, but they are • there are racial differences, but they are 
primarily cosmetic 

• genes and race remain an important 
linkage, particularly in health – this opens 
the possibility of ‘race based’ medicine



http://www.africanancestry.com/index.html



‘…the more detail with which science maps 
our genome, and the more precise its 
analysis of genetic differences between 
populations, the more elastic becomes our populations, the more elastic becomes our 
understanding of race.’

Anthony, A. (2008) It's not all black and white,
Guardian Weekly, 18th August, pg 36-37.



New Zealander responses in the New 
Zealand census

• The New Zealander type response is one 
sign of an exploration of ‘who we are’

• Some research and considerable debate• Some research and considerable debate

• How this is then handled in the analytical, 
political and policy processes suggests 
that the issue is also who other people let 
us be



Where is it all going?
•Ethnic mobility growing

•What is collected becoming more complex

•Trend is towards ethnicity with few 
exceptions

•Ancestry recognised as more problematic 
than ethnicity

•Political considerations important

•Social realities – class and skin colour

•Horses for courses



Translating ethnicity into data

• SHOULD we count? 
– absolutely 

• HOW? 
– sensibly, relevantly and explicitly defined– sensibly, relevantly and explicitly defined

• WHY?
– anti-discrimination, but may also be 

misleading
– world is multicultural



Conclusions
• For some people ethnicity is a critical and daily part 

of their identity, while for others ethnicity can be a 
minor part of identity or only be important in 
particular contexts

• Ethnicity is not only expressed but is perceived and 
observed and this perception of others can forge, observed and this perception of others can forge, 
reinforce and, at times, restrict identities

• Identities, including ethnic identities, are always 
emerging

• Ethnicity is multidimensional and in most countries 
there is some fluidity of ethnicity



• The division of the world population, or the 
population of specific countries, into neat, non-
overlapping groups is increasingly problematic

• Official definitions of ethnicity officially may not 
match all that closely ideas of ‘who we are’ 

Conclusions

match all that closely ideas of ‘who we are’ 
personally

• From a New Zealand policy perspective, while 
ethnicity can be an important analytical variable, 
much care is needed in its use

• There is a need for research that goes beyond 
numbers in order to better understand ‘who we are’ 


