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Introduction 
The ease of movement, the frequency of inter-ethnic interaction, the unhindered 

flow of information, all could lead one to envision a world where people interacted freely 
as individuals, where the overwhelming and undeniable human nature that permeates all 
of us is self evident, where between-group differences pale when compared to personal 
idiosyncrasies.  In such a world, ethnic affiliation, one might guess, would seem 
insignificant when compared to the common endeavors we all undertake in our effort to 
build a meaningful and satisfying life.  Yet despite global economic and cultural 
integration, ethnic identity remains strong.  And ethnically defined hatred persistently 
combusts into violence.   

Why?   
When ethnic group boundaries coincide with substantial cultural boundaries, 

distinct ethnic identities are easy to understand, as are resulting political-economic and 
ideological conflicts between the groups.  It is easy to understand the antagonism between 
Creoles and Muslims in Mauritius, whose belief systems differ in substantial ways.  But it 
begs the question, just how different do cultures need to be to maintain separate ethnic 
identities and be responsible for ethnic conflict?   Scholars point to examples where two 
ethnic groups appear to share fundamentally the same culture, yet the ethnic distinctions, 
and antagonisms, remains. The Weimar Jews of Nazi Germany are often cited as an 
example of an ethnic group that shared no substantial cultural differences with the larger 
German population.  While Creole-Muslim hostility may be readily understandable as a 
cultural conflict and rooted in real norm differences, what about antagonism between 
Tamils and Northern Indians, who share the same religious tenants?   Or what about the 
conflicts between Tamils of different castes?  Are these even ethnic groups?   

The research I conducted in Mauritius may be able to shed some light on the 
fundamental nature of ethnic thinking and how it relates to cultural processes.  This in 
turn, helps us understand the nature of ethnic-group conflicts and policy implications.     

 
Some Background on Mauritius 

 Mauritius is an island nation located in the midst of the Indian Ocean, about 800 
km east of Madagascar just north of the Tropic of Capricorn.  Measuring 47 km wide and 
58 km long (1865 km2) and supporting some 1.2 million people, Mauritius has one of the 
highest population densities of any nation (572 people km2).  There are no indigenous 
inhabitants.  The Dutch East India Company occupied the island from 1638 until 1710.  In 
1715, the French took possession, renaming the island Isle de France.  French settlers 
brought slaves from Madagascar, East Africa, India and elsewhere to work the sugar 
fields.  During the Napoleonic Wars, the British took control of renamed Mauritius, 
abolishing slavery in 1835.  The freed slaves, disdainful of the agricultural labor that 
defined their low social status, quit the sugar cane fields in favor of becoming fishermen, 



craftsmen, or subsistence farmers.  Faced with a labor shortage, the French plantocracy 
imported indentured labor primarily from India.  In addition Chinese artisans, sailors, and 
traders settled the island second half of the 19th century (Ly-Tio-Fane Pineo, 1985).  
 The living descendents of Mauritius bare the marks of this early history.  Franco-
Mauritians still are by and large a landed bourgeoisie.  Sino-Mauritians tend to be urban 
and involved in trade, finance, or the service sector.  Creoles, the descendents of slaves, 
occupy the factory floors, work as artisans, or make a living as fishermen.  Gens du 
Coulour, people of mixed European and Creole ancestry, tend to be middle-class 
professionals.   People of South Asian descent, who now constitute approximately 69% of 
the population, are a heterogeneous group that dominate the civil service and agricultural 
sectors, but also occupy many other segments of the economy.  
 

Table 1.  Curent Mauritian Population 
Franco-Mauritians 1% 
Sino-Mauritians 3% 

Creoles 27% 
Indo-Mauritians 69% 

 
The Indo-Mauritians are divided into a number of groups.  The largest segment is 

comprised of Hindus whose ancestors came from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh.  Other Hindus 
are Tamil, Telugu. Marathi, or Gujarati.    Each of these segments is divided into castes.  
Likewise, the majority of Muslims in Mauritius had ancestors who lived along the Ganges 
in Northern India and spoke Urdu, Bhojpuri, or Gujerati.  Other Muslims are of Kutch or 
Surat descent (Emrith 1994).   

In 1968 Mauritius become an independent republic.  Bowman (1991) outlines the 
political process by which the current constitution and power-sharing agreements were 
reached.  Franco-Mauritians, Creoles, and Muslims all feared Hindu hegemony.  Indeed 
during the period between 1959-1968, the minority groups petitioned to keep Mauritius a 
territory of Britain, in hopes that Crown rule would guarantee their prosperity in a way 
that an independent, Hindu government could or would not.   

To quell these fears, the appointed constitutional committee devised an electoral 
system based upon a Westminster parliamentary system, but incorporating a limited quota 
to guarantee minorities a number of seats in parliament.  To do so, the constitution 
demarcated four distinct groups, Muslims, Hindus, Chinese, and the General Population.  
While these divisions do reflection the importance of broad cultural divisions in orienting 
political allegiances, as cultural norms lead to coordinated interests set against the interests 
of others, as we shall see, they reflect only a grossly simplified version of the ethnic 
reality of the island.    

Since independence, Mauritius has fared markedly well given its limited natural 
resources, its marginal geopolitical location and its exploding population.  With a per 
capita GDP of $3,300, it is often referred to as the Tiger of the Indian Ocean.  Effort 
continues to be made to diversify the sugar-dominated economy.  Off-shore banking, an 
export free processing zone, light manufacturing, and tourism are encouraged by a 
government concerned with the financial health of the youthful nation.  While the position 
is still tenuous, Mauritius has succeeded in developing infrastructure, expanding 
education, and cultivating a culture of democracy.   



 
The result is a fairly educated and well-off population that participates in the 

democratic process and abides by the rule of law.  There is little incentive to opt out and 
contest the system in its entirety, such as we see with the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka 
despite the Alternative Vote system in place there.  But this does not mean that there is not 
a great deal of ethnic strife.   
 
 
Communal Conflict From Coordinated Interests  
 

Mauritius can be described as being in a constant state of low intensity communal 
antagonism.  Much of the conflict stems from competition for recourses, and fall along 
communal lines because ascribing to a set of norms can define common interests among 
community members, in juxtaposition to the interest of members of other communities.   

Peace is maintained by a delicate balance of economic prosperity, overt political 
power-sharing, and the relative strength and number of centers of power.  Peace, 
ironically, is also maintained by the corrupting force of power.  The privilege that 
parliament members are exposed to upon taking office, undermines their incentive for 
representing the interests of their constituency, when doing so risks the stability of the 
government itself and their own access to privilege.  This keeps contentious factions in 
government from voicing the opinions too strongly, should they precipitate the collapse of 
a coalition government.   

But this peace is frequently punctuated by acts of violence.  For example, in 
February 1998, Prime Minister Navin Ramgoolam declared Maha Shrivaratree, a Hindu 
holy day, a national holiday for all observant Hindus. Creoles, Muslims, and others 
protested for they did not get the holiday off with pay.   

The suggested inclusion of Hindi and Urdu on the highly competitive primary 
school exam by Prime Minister Jugnauth in 1995 incited large-scale demonstrations by 
Creoles who felt their children would be disadvantaged. The unrest ultimately lead to the 
downfall of the government and new elections were called. 

Many Creoles claim that they are discriminated against by a Hindu-dominated 
police force. On February 21st 1999, a Creole singer, Joseph Reginald Topize, known as 
“Kaya“ was arrested for smoking marijuana, and died in police custody.  Riots erupted 
when angry Creole crowds demanded justice. What began as a group of Creoles protesting 
police abuse, quickly escalated into a large-scale communal conflict as Muslims joined to 
protest mistreatment at the hands of Hindus.  By the time the dust settled three days later, 
4 people were dead, over a 100 were wounded, and an estimated $40 million in property 
was destroyed.   

Ethnic conflicts have been sparked but apparently innocuous events.  In 1995, a 
football match between Egyptian Club Zamalek and local team Sunrise in Port Louis, 
sparked a riot.  Muslim Mauritians cheered on the visiting Egyptian football team rather 
than the Mauritian home team, thereby demonstrating their allegiance to the larger Arab 
community over Mauritian nationalism.  Fights broke out between Muslims and Creoles in 
the stands, and the violence quickly moved to Port Louis.    
 



Football is imbued with much ethnic symbolism.  While the teams today are 
suppose to be secular, they began as symbols of each community and continue to evoke 
ethnic feelings.   On May 24th, 1999, a historically Creole team, beat, a historically 
Muslim team, during the national soccer championship.  Fans rioted at the stadium and the 
violence again spread.  During the violence a Chinese casino in Port Louis was set ablaze 
and seven people perished.  Many Mauritius believed the casino was set on fire by angry 
Muslims who did not tolerate the gambling, drinking, and alleged prostitution so close to a 
nearby Mosque. 

Contrast these incidents to riot that took place in May 1999, after a Catholic priest 
ran over and killed two Hindu girls playing near the main road from the Plaines Wilhems 
suburbs to Port Louis.  The residents of Palms, the town bisected by the road, were tired of 
cars speeding past.  Angry at the lack of enforcement of speeding laws, they attacked a 
police station and set fire to overturned cars.  Police opened fire in an effort to subdue the 
crowd.  The rioters constituted residents of Palma, not a community, drawn by common 
interests, namely, the enforcement of speeding laws.  The accident was not caused and did 
not implicate any of the culturally defined conflicts between Creoles and Hindus.   

Economic slowdown, the uncertainties of privatization, and international events all 
add kindling to an already combustible state of affairs.  So despite the fact that overt 
ethnic violence is rare, underneath the surface there is a lot of ethnic distrust and hatred.  
Yet despite this, every year we see substantial numbers of inter-ethnic marriages.  Why 
and what are the implications? 
 

 
Intermarriage  

 
 During the 1960s and 70s, scholars such are Burton Benedict began to note that the 
social structure of Mauritius was undergoing a transformation.  Colonialism had 
established a fairly stratified society where political-economic relations largely correlated 
with racial-ethnic categories.  The French continued to sit in positions of power and 
authority, controlling the economic interests of the island.  The Creoles, having developed 
a culture that disdained labor due to their association of working the fields with the 
atrocities of slavery, now dominated the white color professions.  The Chinese were 
largely traders, and the Hindus were the principle laborers.   

But a free market, the imposition of equal civil rights and anti-discrimination laws, 
access to education in combination with competition in the labor market, and time, all 
began to undermine the correlation between community membership and occupation.  As 
Benedict represented in the diagram below, economic relationship have become 
increasingly uncoupled from community membership.  One would be ill-advised today to 
assume that it is possible to predict with any certainty someone’s occupation based upon 
their community membership.  Likewise, each community is increasingly stratified by 
class.   

 
Figure 1.  Class vs Community (adopted from Benedict 1962) 

  



 
One might predict that with increased class stratification across community 

boundaries, increased intermarriage would naturally result.  This line of reasoning 
assumes that class considerations weigh in heavily on marriage decisions.  People do 
indeed prefer to marry people of the same economic class, all things being equal.  But 
ethnic identity plays a much stronger role in defining appropriate marriage partners.  Thus 
people tend to marry people of the same economic class, within their ethnic group (Nave, 
2000).    

Indeed, there is no indication of increased mixed marriage.  While it is difficult to 
assess rates of mixed marriage over time for a number of reasons, there is no reason to 
believe that intermarriage is on the rise.  Neither Civil Status Data, a survey I conducted, 
nor historical records give evidence of an increase in the rate if mixed marriages.  It 
probably hovers around 8% (Nave 2000b).  But to some extant it is a moot point.  Unless 
mixed marriage was rampant for a prolonged period of time, ethnic boundaries remain 
firm.1   

Even a small number of mixed marriages each generation would eventually lead to 
the break down ethnic group boundaries over time, or so you would think.  In fact, this 
may not be the case.   
 
 

Intermarriage Does Not Dissolve Ethnic Group Boundaries 
 
The facts are counter-intuitive.  But alone, even a substantial degree of inter-ethnic 

marriage does not appear to undermine the strength of inter-ethnic boundaries in 
Mauritius.  One would suspect, of course, that even a small percentage of inter-ethnic 

                                         
1 Eventhen, so long as unilineal descent is adhered to, ethnic identities can remain stable.  Speaking 

of Rwanda, Mamadani notes “Inter-marriage between the Hutu and the Tutsi has been going on for 
centuries, at least three. The extent of that inter-marriage has been so large that it would not be an 
exaggeration to suppose that a half or more of the population in Rwanda is a product of such inter-
marriage. And yet, everyone of these people is either a Hutu or a Tutsi. No-one claims to be both; 
there are no Hutsis!  This uni-dimensional social identity could not be reproduced without 
patriarchal institutions which passed social identity exclusively through the line of the father. You 
inherit your father’s identity” (1998). 



marriage, over generations, would erode the boundaries.  With each generation, more and 
more individuals would have increasingly hybrid ethnic identities.  Just such a situation 
can be found among certain US populations.  It is not uncommon to hear someone 
describe themselves as 1/8 Italian, ½ Irish, and 1/8 Scottish, for example.  But they 
proclaim themselves to a “white” or “Caucasian” ethnicity.   

But such is not the case in Mauritius.  Children of inter-ethnic marriage are 
pressured to adhere to a single ethnic identity, and signal this to others.  A child of a 
Hindu and a Muslim in Mauritius takes on either a Hindu or a Muslim identity, 
particularly when they marry and have children themselves.   

Imagine a  women who is the daughter of a Sunni Muslim father and Hindu 
Vaishya mother.  More likely than not, given the patriarchal tone of Mauritian society and 
patrilineal descent rules within Islam, she will take on a Muslim identity.  From birth she 
may be socialized by her parents in a single set of interactional norms to the best of their 
ability.  In fact, she is likely to take on some interactional norms from her mother that are 
characteristic of a Hindu heritage in Mauritius, thus there is cultural mixing in the absolute 
sense.  But most certainly her parents will ascribe a single ethnic identity to their daughter.  
Others around her may assume that she is essentially a Muslim, whether she likes it or not. 
And they will assume that she will behave like a Muslim.    

When she gets older, she will be pressured by her family to marry a Muslim.  And 
she may find it difficult to find a non-Muslim to marry because others will see her as a 
Muslim.  Indeed, she may be viewed as a less than optimal match because her mother was 
not born a Muslim, and even though she is publicly signally that she abides by Muslim 
interactional norms, there may be instances in which she does not, instances that my crop 
up unexpectedly.   

Imagine that she rebels and decides to adopt and signal a hybrid ethnic identity, 
adopting traditions and beliefs from both her parents.  In such a case, both Hindus and 
Muslims will be unable to predict how she will behave during the case of interactional 
norms.  Will she eat beef?  Pork?  What about more subtle behaviors, like how she 
disciplines her children, the hospitality norms she will fallow when guests arrive.  Doing 
sum maker her an unattractive marital prospect to both Muslims and Hindus.   

Given these pressures, more likely then not she will follow the traditions she was 
brought up with from birth and signal the ethnic identity of her family.  She may in fact be 
unaware until late in childhood that her mother is indeed of a different ethnicity then her 
father, by which time she will have internalized much of the interactional norm complex 
that is assumed to go hand-in-hand with ethnic membership.  If she, in turn, marries a 
Muslim, her children will be seen by the community as being Muslim in essence.   

She will be pressured by her parents and others around her to adopt a Muslim 
identity and lifestyle because everyone, both members of her own ethnicity and members 
of other ethnicities, assumes that ethnic boundaries demarcate real differences in 
interactional norms.  Muslims believe Hindus to be inherently different.  They assume that 
Hindus subscribe to different beliefs and values, and behave in ways that do not coincide 
with Muslim thought.  Sunnis make the same assumption about Ahmadis.  Entering into 
interpersonal transactions with someone who abides by fundamentally different beliefs 
and interactional norms is potentially costly.   To begin with, it is difficult to know if 
interests between party members coincide or conflict since members of other ethnic 
groups value things differently.  Even communication becomes difficult as culturally 



learned norms include the interpretation of body language, expressions, and other symbols 
(Gumprez, 1982a, 1982b).  A lower fidelity in communication can cause costly 
misunderstandings.  The same exchanges are much easier with other Sunnis.   
 

 
 
 
One might think that living in close contact with others might eliminate the 

potential for misunderstanding and encourage social transactions between members of 
different groups.  But in isolation, this does not seem to happen.   

Familiarity Does Not Dissolve Ethnic Group Boundaries 
 
 
Mauritians have plenty of opportunity to interact with and learn about members of 

other ethnic groups.  Even members of the most insular ethnic groups, such as the Franco-
Mauritians, interact with members of the Mauritian community on a daily basis.  Several 
forces of integration are at work. 

Just about everyone speaks the same language, Kreole.  The language, a French-
Creole, has its roots in the power relationships of slavery.  When the French settlers 

Figure 2: Cultural and Ethnic Hybrid Zones. Intermarriage 
between a Muslim (α) and a Hindu (β) may result in 

blending of cultural traits by the children (χ) and 
grandchildren (δ or ψ) while ethnic boundaries remain 

fixed. 
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arrived in the 18th century, they began to purchase slaves from diverse areas of Africa and 
elsewhere to build their nascent colony.  The slave population was treated as chattel and 
the socio-linguistic communities of slaves were not considered as they were traded and 
moved from compound and compound.  The result was a collection of people who often 
shared no common language.  The French slave owners commanded their laborers in a 
dumb-down version of French.  The result was the formulation of a pidgin with a 
truncated grammar.  After a generation, the pidgin transformed into a Creole and became 
established as the lingua franca.   (See Bickerton, 1984, and Pinker and Bloom, 1990 for a 
detailed description on innate language acquisition devices, and generative grammar).  
Today Kreole is the de facto mother tongue of most Mauritians2 and understood by 
virtually everyone on the island (Baker 1968; Hookoomsing 1986; Eriksen 1990).   

Language is not the only common tie between communities.  The vast majority of 
kids also grow up going to school together.   Mauritius has compulsory primary education 
and free state run schools.  There are only two elite, expensive private tuition schools on 
the island, Lycee Labourdonnais and Bocage.  In addition, there are a handful of state 
funded Islamic oriented schools.  For most, they attend the neighborhood primary school. 

Matriculation into secondary schools, however, is quite competitive.  Upon 
completing primary school (Form 5), students take the School Certificate (CPE) exam.  
About 1/3 fail the exam completely.  The rest are eligible to continue on to Form 6.  Those 
who complete Form 6 are eligible to take the Higher School Certificate and continue on to 
university (Bunwaree, 1994).   

Education is seen as a clear route to success.  And competition is fierce to land in 
one of the better secondary schools.  Students are ranked upon performance on the CPE 
exam, those with the highest schools getting to attend star schools.  Many families spend 
significant amounts of money to hire after-hour tutors to ensure their children gain a place 
in one of these prestigious schools.   Consequently, socioeconomic class, rather than 
ethnic membership, tends to define the cohorts of schoolmates.   

Neighborhoods are also remarkable integrated, so one’s next-door neighbor is 
likely to be a member of another community (Christopher 1992).  There is indeed some 
degree of ethnic, or at least community aggregation by neighborhood.  Port Louis has 
Chinese and Muslim neighborhoods.  Likewise, the Franco-Mauritians tend to concentrate 
in Curepipe.  But the small size of the island, the efficient public transportation system, 
the movement of people, all reduce any sense of ethnic ghetto.  And in the end, most 
Mauritians live in heterogeneous neighborhoods defined more by housing prices than any 
ethnic flavor.   

Finally, as class-based distinctions cut across ethnic lines, people of similar class 
encounter one another at many of the same restaurants, offices, and events, and share a 
class-based culture to an extent.   

Close contact, one might guess, would give members of different ethnic groups the 
opportunity to see the errors in their thinking.  Through interaction with members of other 
ethnic groups, it would become apparent that all people are fundamentally the same, 
holding the same goals and sharing the same basic beliefs about the world.  

                                         
2 While the language they were taught as their primary language, many Mauritians would not 

classify Kreole as their mother-tongue or their ancestral language.  And for some, it actually is not.  Franco-
Mauritians are taught a French language.  Bhujpuri is also the primary language of some whose ancestors 
originated in Bihar (Baker, 1968).   



 
There are two problems with this assumption.   
One.  It assumes that cultural differences do not exist and do not shape either 

fundamental beliefs or actions. 
Two.  It fails to account for the fact that all that matters is that actors perceive there 

to be a distinction, whether or not on some objective level you could assess if some 
difference was really meaningful, which you can’t anyway.  Actors assume there is a 
fundamental difference. 3 

In Mauritius, a casual observer would likely conclude that, indeed, there are 
substantial cultural differences that substantiate these fears.  Members of the Muslim 
community and members of the Creole community, for example, adhere to some 
fundamentally different beliefs and values, and behave differently.  Everything from what 
is acceptable to eat to what is acceptable to wear differs among members of these groups.  
When a Franco-Mauritian sees a Tamil piercing his cheeks and tongue with needles then 
walking on coals during Cavadee, the belief in the existence of fundamental difference is 
cemented.   

In fact, ethnic labels often demarcate real cultural differences that are substantial to 
the actors themselves.  Close contact with members of other ethnic groups simply verifies 
that, indeed, members of other ethnic groups are playing the game by different rules.  So 
different are the underlying values to which members of distinct ethnic groups, that others 
often interpret their behavior as irrational, uneducated, or driven by superstition (See 
Eriksen 1987 for Mauritian examples of this.).   

But what about between Brahmins and Khsatriyas?  Between Raviveds and 
Rajputs?  Each of these groups are endogamous and think of themselves and essentially 
different.  Is this way of thinking justified by the facts?   Scholars are quick to point out 
scenarios where it is objectively difficult to find substantial norm differences between 
ethnic groups, such as between the Hutu and the Tutsi (Mamdani, 2001).   

How much of a difference does there need to be to be significant?   
While ethnic groups, and even more so communities, are often distinguished by 

interactional norm differences, such differences are not necessary to either define or 
maintain ethnic group boundaries.  For the same reason, familiarity alone is insufficient to 
undermine ethnic group boundaries.  Essential differences are assumed, even when not 
evident.   The evolutionary psychology of ethnic thinking provides some insight as to why 
this is the case.    

 

Evolutionary Psychology of Ethnicity 
 

Recognizing the uncontroversial fact that ethnic (and racial) identity has no 
substantiation in biology, almost all scholars of ethnicity take an instrumentalist (or 

                                         
3 Both Stephan 1985 and Miller & Prentice 1999 have conducted experiments to understand when 

interaction between groups nurtures positive feelings about out-group members.  Only under extraordinary 
circumstances does interaction cultivate positive feeling.  Some of the requirements include: individuals 
must 1.  participate in cooperative activities   2.  have equal social status   3.  be similar in other ways   4.  
start the interaction with no negative feelings    5.  the outcome of the interaction must be positive.  Clearly, 
interaction is not enough to break down ethnic distrust.   



constructivist) approach, positing that actors create and manipulate ethnic identities to 
further political-economic agendas.  Ethnic and racial social statuses are reified, they 
argue, as ideological supports and reflect greater hegemonic relationships.  The 
alternative, the essential/primordial approach, has long lacked any analytical model of 
explanation, and has been characterized, correctly, as simply locating ethnicity as an 
ontological fundamental element.   

While few, if any, academics today make the primordial argument, many or most 
lay people do (Fischer 1999).  How do we explain the naïve theory to which people 
subscribe?  The robust nature of ethnic identity often seems to fly in the face of political-
economic interests of rational actors4 or the process of consciously manipulating ethnic 
identity to personal gain (Gil-White 1999).  Recently, scholars such have Gil-White 
(2001) have synthesized new learning about the nature of cultural evolutionary processes, 
psychology, and human history to produce a framework that explains why primordial 
thinking appears in such disparate places as the plains of Mongolia to the mountains of 
Tibet (Gil-White 1999; Levine, 1987).  I will provide a truncated description of the model 
here.     

 
 
The Evolutionary Story of Culture and Ethnicity 
 
Ethnicity did not simply appear from nowhere.  Since Durkheim, Weber, Marx and 

other architects of modernist theories, anthropologists have argued that the advent of 
ethnic identity goes hand in hand with processes of colonialism, industrialization, and 
urbanization.  Post-modernists, like Eriksen, seem to get become overwhelmed with the 
phenomenological complexity of ethnicity as historical process and in so doing, perhaps 
fail to analyze it at a level where the noise is replaced by order.  They get lost in the details 
and cannot see the forest for the trees, as it were.  Indeed, the literature on ethnicity as a 
whole has lacked a compelling paradigm that helps explain the way ethnicity manifests 
differently in specific contexts.   

Many scholars would agree that ethnicity is, in the words of Eriksen “the 
systematic and enduring social reproduction of basic classificatory differences between 
categories of people who perceive each other as being culturally discrete (1992).”  Yet the 
role of cultural content in shaping perceptions of cultural difference is confusing.  Why at 
times, do apparently substantial cultural differences not seem pertinent to defining ethnic 
identity, while at other times, miniscule cultural distinctions take on enormous importance 
in defining ethnic boundaries?      

Ashkenazi and Sephardim Jews, for example, subscribe to substantial differences 
in traditions and interactional norms, yet consider each other to still be members of the 
same ethnic group.  While Sephardic parents may prefer that their children marry another 
Sephardim over an Ashkenazim, the endogamy rule extends to all Jews.  Other groups, 
such as the Hutu and Tutsi, or the Dinka and Nuer, have far fewer cultural differences but 

                                         
4 Horowitz (1985) illustrates how ethnic identity evokes participation in activities that are clearly 

not in the interests of rational actors.  Succession movements often involve violence and have a high rate of 
failure.  Yet ethnic membership often provokes participation even though a rational actor would free-ride 
and allow co-ethnics to absorb the costs of advocating independence.   



consider themselves to be members of different ethnic groups.  And the conflicts that arise 
between Ashkenazi and Sephardim are less intense then those between the Hutu and Tutsi, 
who look upon each other with deep distrust and resentment.  Does the solution lie simply 
in the historical context of power relations, or is there a more parsimonious explanation 
that explains a wide range of ethnic manifestations?   

Synthesizing a number of new developments in cognitive psychology and cultural 
evolutionary theory, Gil-White suggests just such an explanation based upon an ingrained 
evolved psychology.  The argument is a vertically integrated one and I will not try to 
defend each incremental element, trusting those interested in the supporting data will turn 
to the primary research.  But in short, Gil-White argues that people process ethnic groups 
as if they were “species” because some of the superficial aspects of ethnicity mimic living 
kinds found in the natural world, triggering the mental machinery that developed to parse 
out species-level categories in the environment and induce generalities about the groups 
from individual members.    

A very truncated versions of his arguments can be summarized as follows: 
During the environment of evolutionary adaptation (EEA), the vast stretch of 

human history when humans subsisted by foraging in relatively small groups, language 
and social learning evolved as an adaptation to minimize the cost of individual 
experimentation and to reap the benefits of reciprocal social exchanges.  One of the 
proximate mechanisms that evolved for social learning was conformist transmission.  This 
is the tendency to adopt the most common variant of a trait within one’s population 
sample.  It makes sense to do what most other people around you do as their behaviors 
must be fairly adaptive or they would not still be around.  (Boyd and Richerson, 1985; 
Henrich and Boyd, 1998).   

Given that people were spread unevenly over space, given that microclimatic 
variations would have made some behaviors more adaptive than others in a given area, 
and given that multiple adaptive strategies often are possible within a given environment, 
over time conformist learners formed communities of interactional norms (Henrich and 
Boyd 1998; Barth 1969).  Neighboring groups followed different patterns of subsistence, 
social organization, communicating, etc.   

While the benefits of social exchanges can be great to both parties when interests 
coincide, there are potential costs to entering into such transactions, particularly where 
they are reciprocal in nature.  Outcomes to such games are greatest when one can predict 
with a high degree of certainly the outcomes of one’s partner (Sugden,1986)..  If you enter 
into a social transaction with someone who follows a different set of norms, a different set 
of beliefs about the world, someone who ascribes value differently than you do, you 
increase the chance of even coordination exchanges going amiss.  Even simple 
miscommunication can be detrimental (Gumprex 1982).   

It is safer and more productive to enter into coordination and cooperation games 
with members of one’s norm community, with people who’s behavior is predictable.  
Differences in anything from greetings to notions of fairness to definitions of a gift will 
impact the success of social exchanges.  Cooperation and coordination games are hard to 
play when each player is following different rules.  One of the most complex and drawn 
out of social exchanges that we commonly enter into is marriage.  One can thus 
understand why a preference to marry within one’s norm community would evolve.  Child 



rearing practices, conjugal behavior, economic organization of the household, all are 
important elements of a successful marriage and difficult to deduce from behavior (Nave, 
1999).   

True cultural fluency requires socialization during early development.  Chomsky 
and others have noted that there are developmental constraints on the ability to internalize 
some norms, like language dialects (Chomsky, 1988).  With the exception of adoptions 
across incipient ethnic groups, an uncommon event, those socialized from early childhood 
in a culture are those descended from other members of the group, due to endogamy 
preferences.   

Consequently, interactional norm boundaries become synonymous with endogamy 
boundaries.  But this is just half the story. 

Indeed because it is costly to enter into coordination games with members of other 
norm groups, it is in everyone’s best interests if groups begin to clearly signal to members 
and non-members alike membership in the endogamous unit.  Dress, body adornment, and 
other means of conspicuously and honestly marking group membership were developed to 
signal the interactional norms to which one subscribed and to assist in developing the most 
productive reciprocal exchanges (McElreath, Boyd and Richerson 2001).     

So a situation evolves where neighboring endogamous groups that ascribe to 
distinct behavioral patterns informed by underlying norms are reproduced due to 
endogamy preferences.  While cultural fluency, hence behavior, is not caused by 
biological descent, cultural fluency tends to parallel biological descent.  The combination 
of an endogamy boundary and the appearance of descent based membership in an 
interactional norm group trigger proximate cognitive mechanism to detect and parse out 
living kinds in the natural environment.   

A robust and extensive literature describes the cognitive machinery that we are 
endowed with to recognize natural living kinds (Atran, 1990; Gelman and Markman 1986; 
1987; Rosch 1978; Keil, 1989; and others).  We conceptualize natural living kinds as 
having an essence, a hidden, fundamental nature that is passed on generation after 
generation from member to member.  It is a naïve theory of biology that captures some of 
the fundamental aspects of the relationship between phenotype, genotype, and 
environment.  While surface phenotypic features are useful starting points for categorizing 
membership in the group, there is also recognition that membership is defined by an 
inherent essence, a fundamental fabric of the organism.  Poisonous mushrooms may be the 
spotted ones, but during the dry season, even though the spots are obscured, they are still 
poisonous.    

 Mimicry, convolution, and historical events may cause two living things to have 
similar surface qualities, but they differ in substantial ways.  In the dry season, it may be 
impossible to detect the poisonous mushrooms from the edible one.  Or edible mushrooms 
may evolve spots to feign toxicity.  Conversely, such a naïve theory of natural kinds also 
recognizes that individuals may be atypical on the surface, yet still have the essential 
qualities of the category.  Thus a three-legged dog is still inherently a dog and will 
produce normal dogs5.   So while surface features are useful in identifying membership in 
a category, they may not actually define the category.   

                                         
5 Gil-White also provides an excellent overview of how even with classical categories, defined by 

necessary and sufficient conditions, one can have examples that are more representative than others.  Thus a 



 
 
    Exaptation of Living Kinds Module 

 
Gil-White argues that phenomenological similarities between living kinds and 

ethnicity caused an exaptation of the living kinds module.  Ethnies were normatively 
endogamous (and relatively endogamous in practice) groups that demarcated significant 
interactional norm clusters and membership followed along lines of descent.  Thus there 
was a convergence of a number of priming stimuli:  spatial distribution, behavioral/norm 
distribution, cultural marker distribution, and endogamy boundaries.  All these elements 
triggered the natural living kinds module, as living kinds are similarly demarcated by 
spatial distributions, inter-related hidden properties- or essences, morphological 
distinctions, mating and reproduction.   

Ethnies germinated from distinctions in interactional norms, the need to be 
socialized from childhood to adequately internalize these norms, and the importance of 
these norms in defining successful social transactions of coordination and cooperation 
(2001).  However, essences are hidden and often difficult to detect.  People used surface 
features as indicators of essential qualities.  So proximate surface features, particularly 
endogamy and descent-based membership, lead people to assume cultural differences. 
And people incorrectly intuited that cultural fluency was caused by biological descent, as 
they normally correlate.    

Under these conditions, the propensity to think of ethnies as natural living kinds 
developed.  This does not mean that this way of thinking is accurate.  Obviously, social 
learning diverges substantially from biological inheritance.  A child adopted from one 
group into another at a very early age fully socializes into the norms of the host group, 
even if this is counter-intuitive to the way most people think.  And the use of endogamy 
norms and descent-based membership to demarcate an ethnie means that even in cases 
where norm differences do not exist, people will assume that they exist.   

Little contact is needed between two groups for substantial cultural exchange.  
Atran documents how complex ecological knowledge and ago-forestry practices have 
moved between two ethnies in Guatemala, despite minimal contact (Atran et al 1999).  
And even a small amount of intermarriage would introduce new cultural variants into a 
population, as children of mixed marriage, while adhering to a single ethnic identity and 
signaling this to others, will certainly be socialized with some norms of the other ethnie.  
Many of the interactional norms that we each ascribe to are assumed and difficult to 
articulate, and adopting a new culture late in life is imperfect at best.  So the parent who 
acquiesces their ethnic identity would continue to struggle to socialize their child into the 
ways of the host group.      

We also see ethnogenesis occur when endogamy norms shift.  Two incipient 
groups, such as the proto-Nuer and proto-Dinka, may in fact, be virtually identical for a 
period of time, with the exception of an endogamy norm (Kelly 1985).  Despite the lack of 
substantial interactional norms differences, non-members are viewed as inherently 
different and treated with suspicion.   
 

                                                                                                                           
dog is a classical category, membership in requires descent from other dogs.  Yet a three-legged dog, while 
still totally dog, is not typical of dogness (Keil, 1989; Armstrong, Gleitman and Gleitman 1983).   



  
Ethnocentric tendencies.   
 
Is it any surprise then, that people place value judgments on other ethnies who they 

see as not abiding by the moral and behavioral standards that they use to judge members 
of their own group?   Cosmides and Tooby have posited the existence of specific cheater-
detection mental modules (1992).  Cheaters, people who free ride during the course of 
reciprocal exchanges, are avoided, indeed punished.  Cross-cultural implementation of the 
ultimatum game indicates that individuals will incur costs in order to punish people who 
fail to abide by norms of fairness during reciprocal transactions (Henrich, Boyd, and 
Gintis, MS).  They will engage in spite, incurring a cost to impose a cost on others, to 
ensure that free-riders do not net out ahead.   

It does not take a leap of the imagination to understand how members of other 
ethnic groups are judged by the same criteria.  Their failure to abide by the normative 
rules are interpreted somewhere between sly cheating and unpredictable irrationality.    

Why Than Any Inter-Ethnic Marriage 
If people see other ethnic groups as other natural living kinds, and assume that 

interpersonal transactions, particularly those that rely on difficult to detect norms, should 
be avoided, why then do we often see a significant amount of inter-ethnic marriage?     

 
 
1. The fact that ethnic groups stimulate the natural living kinds module, does not 

mean that people conceive of members of other ethnic groups as different 
species in the manner that contemporary biologists would.  Contemporary 
biology demarcates species as being reproductively isolated, and even this is a 
simplification.  Ring-species, for example, demonstrate how reproductive 
isolation is a relative, not absolute, element in the definition of species.   So are 
the preponderances of hybrid zones where related species can mate and 
reproduce, but the offspring tend to do poorly.  A mating between an elephant 
and hyrax seems absurd, but one between a donkey and horse, while unusual, 
does not seem totally impossible.  So while members of different ethnics view 
each other as essentially different, and mating seen as perhaps unnatural, they 
are not seen as impossible.     

 
2. More importantly, it is important to remember that behavior is dependent upon 

numerous proximate mechanisms, triggered by stimuli.  These drives may 
come into conflict and operate independently.  Many inter-ethnic marriages are 
driven by proximate mechanisms such as feelings of sexual attraction and 
romantic attachment.  

 
The costs of inter-ethnic marriage would have to be extraordinary to counter the 

evolutionary force of sexual attraction to potential mates from other ethnic groups.  But in 
our ancestral environment, distance, social organization, culturally dependent signals, all 
decreased the likelihood of inter-ethnic coupling.  And within small band society, 
interdependence is paramount and shame a power instrument of coercion.   



 
In Mauritius, parents continue to exert influence on their children’s marriage 

choices.  While a civil code theoretically protects individuals from physical harm, young 
Mauritians who disregard their parent’s with face extreme forms of punishment and 
humiliation, form physical beatings, to being disowned.  Parents will refuse to let their 
disobedient child from building a home atop their own.  With so little land on the island 
real estate sells at a premium, leaving young inter-ethnic couples to fend for themselves, 
pay extraordinarily high rents, and scrape by a living as social pariah.   

When these constraints are lifted, however, we see a transformation in the ethnic 
landscape.  Just such a case can be found in the United States.  An overarching civic 
culture that proclaimed equality and protection under the law, combined with a frontier 
culture and territory, permitted young couples to pick up and literally move away from the 
impositions placed upon them by their parents in particular and ethnic group in general.  
In Mauritius there is nowhere to go except jump off the edge of le pont du Reduit where 
frustrated and confused inter-ethnic couples hand-in-hand plunge to their deaths.   

An example from Mauritius illustrates how historical contingency weighs in 
against an evolved psychology of ethnic thinking to impact actual ethnic boundary 
dynamics.   

 
 

 
The Birth of the Creole Chinoise 

 
 
 
During the 19th century, the Chinese artisans and traders who had settled Mauritius 
predominately spoke Cantonese or Fukienese.  Some Hakkas also emigrated.   
 
 
Chinese Intermarriage 

 
All the immigrants were men.  When the very first Chinese arrived in Mauritius, 

they were reluctant to marry local women.  But they had to set aside their customary 
endogamy rules.  True, many of these men had been forced to marry by their parents just 
prior to departing for Mauritius.  But with no Chinese women in sight, the Chinese men 
had no choice but to begin to integrate themselves and mix with the Creole and Indian 
populations on the island and establish households en ménage.   
 These de facto marriages often were not surprisingly filled with strife arising from 
cultural differences, reflected in the Justice Court proceedings of the time. The patriarchal 
Chinese men demanded that their children be raised according to Chinese traditions and 
learn the Chinese language.  Their wives, staunch Christians, insisted that the children be 
baptized into the Catholic Church and adopt Christian values.  The Kreole language also 
took hold as a mother tongue, literally.     
 

 



 
 

 Year 

Men Women 
Total 
Men 

Born in 
Mauritius 

Born in 
China 

or Hong 
Kong 

Total 
Women 

Born in 
Mauritius 

Born in 
China or 

Hong 
Kong 

1850 586 - - 0 - - 
1861 1550 - - 2 - - 
1871 2284 - - 3 - - 
1881 3549 - - 9 - - 
1891 3142 - - 9 - - 
1901 3457 19 3438 58 - 58 
1911 3313 266 3047 355 221 134 
1921 5233 1116 4117 1512 1074 438 
1931 6343 1835 4508 2580 1511 1069 
1944 6808 3096 3712 4074 2893 1181 
1952 10,421 6485 3936 7429 6038 1391 
1962 12,654 9154 3500 8987 8987 1417 
1972 12,849 10,077 2772 9968 9968 1267 

 
Source:  Blue Books of the Colony of Mauritius and Census 
Reports as reported in Lyn-Tio-Fane (1985). 

 
  

After a single generation a cohort of Creole Chinois was born.  Perhaps three 
generations past with men marrying Creoles, Indians, or the growing population of women 
of mixed Chinese ancestry.  The result was a number of Chinese of mixed ethnic (and 
racial) ancestry.  The Census report of 1911 gives us an indication of the size of the mixed 
Chinese population. It noted that the inter-marriage between Chinese men and Creole or 
“half-cast Chinese females” resulted in the adoption of Roman Catholicism by significant 
numbers of Chinese households, (Census Report 1911).  386 children were born in 1921 
from unions between Chinese men and the General Population, and an additional 148 
children were born from the union of Chinese men and Indian women, (The 1921 Census).    
 Despite the intermarriage, these Creole-Chinoise tried to maintain their ethnic 
identities.  Indeed, court proceedings from the early 20th century describe a situation where 
ethnic identity led to violent conflict.  The death of the head of the Cantonese community, 
Afan Tank Wen, lead to intensive ethnic conflicts as the different groups vied for control 
over the presidency of the oldest pagoda on Mauritius, Cohan Tai. The conflict escalated, 
leading to numerous deaths on all sides.   

The different Chinese communities had come to an impasse. Finally, the Mauritian 
Supreme Court stepped in and issued a decree on June 21, 1906 to put a stop to the 
violence.  The court dictated that the Cohan Tai pagoda presidency have a tenure of one 
year, and be held by a member of each of the three different Chinese ethnic groups in 
rotation (Judgment of the Supreme Court in re. Ah Kong v/s Chanaing and others.  
Tooseng v/s Chanaing and others, 21 June 1906.)  In fact, real power was delegated to a 
committee:  

“The chapel Cohen-Tai Biou shall henceforth be managed by a committee composed of 15 
members:  five of whom shall always be of the Canton tribe, five of the Hakka tribe, and 
five of the Fukien tribe.  In the first year, a member of the committee shall be chosen by 
members of the committee belonging to the Fukien tribe to be president of the committee, 
a member of the committee belonging to the Kaien Chew tribe to be treasurer, a member 



of the committee shall be chosen by the members of the committee belonging to the 
Canton tribe to be Secretary.”  The said committee shall have the direction and 
administration of the affairs of the said chapel, both temporal and spiritual and shall decide 
by a majority of votes all questions concerning the said administration and direction.  
(Judgment of the Supreme Court in re. Ah Kong v/s Chanaing and others.  Tooseng v/s 
Chanaing and others, 21 June 1906.)   

 
 
But all this changed at the turn of the 20th century, when a large influx of Hakka-speaking 
Chinese men and women, originating from the Mei Hien area of the north east Kwangtung 
(Canton) district, arrived in Mauritius via steamship.  Many of the women immigrants 
became professional match-makers, importing Hakka brides from China. These women 
discouraged mixed-marriages, including those with half-caste Chinese, on the grounds of 
cultural (and presumably ethnic) incompatibilities.  A large number of Chinese 
organizations were also established to promote Chinese ethnic and national pride (and also 
limit contact between young eligible Chinese and other Mauritians).  “Chinese” became 
synonymous with “Hakka” in contrasted with both the Creole-Chinoise and other non-
Chinese groups.    

Faced with a tiny population, the Fukanese and Cantonese Creole-Chinoise had no 
choice but to begin to intermarry and form the small Creole Chinoise community seen 
today.6  By 1920, Ly-Tio Fan reports: 

The number of immigrant Chinese families was high enough in the 
island to dorm distinct ethnic groups, to build their social center or 
“pagoda” in their localities and to recreate around it the 
atmosphere if the village from which they originated.  Slowly, a 
scission became clearly apparent within the community:  on one 
side were families composed in totality if immigrants, on the other 
side were Sino-Mauritian families.    (1985) 

 
The cleavage was demarcated not only by religious and racial factors, but also by 

cultural distinctions as well.  Chinese immigrants (Hakkas) defined social success through 
commercial achievements, while the Sino-Mauritian families looked to education as both 
a marker and an avenue of success.  Ly-Tio-Fane reports that these distinctions ultimately 
led the two groups to look at each other with rivalry and suspicion.   

This example illustrates how ethnic dynamics occur as the population level.  Major 
events, such as the suspension of an endogamy norm, time periods, absolute population 
size, all impact marriage decisions and the ability to maintain an ethnic identity.  The 
Creole Chinoise may have maintained their Fukanese and Cantonese identities, despite 
intermarriage, if the size of the population was large enough.   

 
 

                                         
6 Today Telegus face a similar reality and are marrying into the Tamil community.  A Telegu 

informant of Eriksen noted “Noweadays all the Telegus in Mauritius are cousins.  We are poor people and 
cannot go to India to find wives.  So what does one do?”   



 

Conclusion 
 

 
Scholars frequently assume that interethnic marriage will undermine ethnic 

boundaries, or that close interactional contact will generate tolerance and understanding 
between ethnic groups. The example of Mauritius, where the different ethnies share a 
language and schooling environment, where there is residential integration, and even 
moderate levels of intermarriage, suggests it may be naïve to think that "familiarity" 
reduces prejudice and conflict.  After all, ethnocentrism is robust in Mauritius.  

The dynamics of inter-ethnic marriage give us a window into how ethnicity is 
conceptualized and how ethnic boundaries are maintained. In turn, knowledge of the 
fundamental processes involved in the maintenance of ethnic boundaries can help us 
understand how social policies will impact inter-ethnic relations. 

An assumption that outgroup ethnics possess a wholly different ‘nature’ (whether 
or not supported by actual differences in interactional norms) usually leads to preferences 
for ethnic endogamy. Even when intermarriage occurs, the children of such unions are 
pushed to choose a single rather than a hybrid ethnic identity.  These processes preserve 
essentialized ethnic boundaries, which than delineate lines of interest where groups come 
into conflict. 

An attenuation of ethnic conflict probably requires undermining the processes that 
keep ethnic boundaries so stable. Perhaps socialization into a superordinate identity with 
state legitimacy, coinciding with a superordinate set of values and norms, combined with a 
context that insulates against community –based punishment, as the example of the US 
suggests, is one way to move conflicting ethnies in a polyethnic state toward a more 
tolerant co-existence. 
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