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1. Why we need ‘culture’ to study ethnocentrism

Nothing that strikes our eyes or ears conveys its message directly to us. We always select

and interpret our impressions of the surrounding world. Some message is brought to us by the
“light without” but the meaning and significance we give to it are largely added by the “light
within”.

Allport 1979[1954]: 165

1.1 Introduction

Imagine you are sitting in a train and someone with another ethnic background than
your own comes to sit opposite you. If asked to describe this person afterwards, would
you remember this person’s ethnic background, or would it be other characteristics
that come to mind first? If this person would behave rudely, for example by talking on
the phone very loudly, would you judge this person differently than you would have
done if he had belonged to your own ethnic group? And would you think differently
about this person if you knew he was highly or low skilled?

Just as in any other situation that concerns first-time encounters, the perspectives of
the people involved in such a situation are essential for the evaluation of the newly
met stranger. The evaluation of such a first-met stranger will take place by a process of
social categorization (e.g. Fiske and Taylor 1991;see also Crisp and Turner 2007). Such
categorization can be based on any personal cue that is picked up about the person. It
therefore might concern a person’s appearance, manner of talking, ethnic background,
or any other clue that can be perceived and taken into account in such casual encoun-
ters. The lens through which such a situation is perceived by the person who has
experienced it will define which elements will be taken into account when placing a
person in a certain social category. Therefore, questions as asked above can only be
answered when more is known about the frames of interpretations involved. Never-
theless, this general social insight is often times absent in the sociological study of
interethnic contacts and their consequences for ideas about ethnic minorities.

Within the literature on the dynamics between interethnic contacts and ethnocen-
trism, which is understood in this study as a generalized negative predisposition
towards out-groups (cf. Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014: 9; Kinder and Kam 2009),
two important perspectives can be distinguished. The first perspective, Group Conflict
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Theory (Levine and Campbell 1972; Blumer 1958; Coser 1956; Blalock 1967), is
mainly focused on economic factors. The main explanation for ethnocentrism in this
perspective is held to be the feeling that one’s economic position is threatened by
ethnic minorities. The second perspective, Contact Theory, is directed to situations
that can lead to reduction of negative ideas about ethnic minorities. Scholars involved
in Contact Theory research typically expect that interethnic contacts, especially inti-
mate ones such as friendships, will lead to prejudice reduction (e.g. Aberson, Shoe-
maker, and Tomolillo 2004; Levin,Van Laar, and Sidanius 2003; see also Pettigrew and
Tropp 2011).They therefore expect that interethnic contacts will generally lead to less
ethnocentrism.

As will become clear from a more detailed description of the theories in the fol-
lowing sections, there is one fundamental problem with both theories, namely their
blind spot for the role of people’s cultural values. This problem forms an obstacle to
further understanding of how and under which conditions interethnic contact might
lead to more or less ethnocentrism. In what follows, the argumentation of the two
theoretical paradigms that are usually used to study opinions about ethnic minorities,
Group Conflict Theory and Contact Theory, will be explained. The problems that
arise when interpreting the research results from such studies in which cultural value
frames are ignored will be examined. Based on those insights, I will formulate an alter-
native theory, Ethnic Reification Theory, for studying interethnic contacts and their

consequences for ideas about ethnic minorities.

1.2 Group Conflict Theory

The first theory that offers an explanation for understanding ideas about ethnic
minorities is Group Conflict Theory. It follows an economic logic according to which
resistance towards ethnic minorities is rooted in self-interest, either on the individual
or on the group-level. Its basic idea is that negative opinions about ethnic minorities
are a result of ethnic competition, which leads ‘to attempts at exclusion of one group
by another’ (Olzak 1992: 163). This ethnic competition can be based either on real,
‘objective’ threats such as in realistic group threat theory (Blalock 1967) or on per-
ceived threats, such as in group threat theory (Blumer 1958). Whereas the former
assumes that ethnic competition has ‘objective’ sources, the latter mainly focuses on
subjective perceptions of threat. Apart from this difference, however, ‘[r]egardless of the
competition’s actual or perceived nature, natives’ reactions of exclusion and prejudice
are expected to become manifest when their collective (...) interests are threatened’
(Ceobanu and Escandell 2010: 318). Therefore, both approaches will be considered as
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part of the same overarching theoretical tradition (cf. Della Posta 2013), which I refer
to as Group Conflict Theory.

The rise of Group Conflict Theory was first and foremost rooted in the need for an
explanation for differences in levels of ethnocentrism over time (cf. Quillian 1995).
Since individual level explanations were unable to explain such differences, a context-
based theory was proposed. The leading principle within this theory is that contexts
of scarcity would trigger interethnic competition. After all, mainly when resources are
scarce their distribution might lead to controversies and clashes of interests. One of the
key indicators for economic scarcity is the country’s economic outlook. What is
expected in Group Conflict Theory is that economic indicators, such as the level of
gross domestic product per capita or employment rates, will be negatively related to
ethnic competition (Quillian 1995; Burns and Gimpel 2000; Coenders et al. 2008a;
Lahav 2004; Semyonov et al. 2008).The better the economic circumstances in a coun-
try, the less competition for scarce resources, either ‘real’ or perceived, there will be,
resulting in lower levels of ethnocentrism.

A similar logic is applied to the share of immigrants in a country. That is, Group
Conflict Theory predicts that experiences of ethnic threat will be higher the greater
the share of immigrants in a country. This will be mainly the case concerning immi-
grants in a weak economic position, such as less educated immigrants, because they are
thought to compete with natives in a similar weak economic position. In this case, the
same logic applies when the economic circumstances in a country deteriorate (e.g.
Quillian 1995; Blalock 1967): economic resources such as low-skilled jobs and social
housing get scarcer, which intensifies competition for such resources. Therefore, a
relatively high share of less educated immigrants in a country would result in greater
perceptions of ethnic threat and in more ethnocentrism.

In sum, Group Conflict Theory predicts that ethnocentrism is rooted in the experi-
ence of economic threat, which will mainly come to the surface under circumstances
of scarcity. However, this theoretical paradigm does not explain why scarcity of
resources should necessarily lead to perceptions of ethnic threat, and not in hostility
towards other social ‘out-groups’. It requires a previous sense of ethnically defined in-
groups and out-groups for scarce circumstances to specifically lead to ethnic threat (cf.
Allport 1979[1954]: 60). Put differently, only when already thinking in terms of an
ethnic divide will less affluent economic circumstances lead to scapegoating of ethnic
minority groups instead of other social groups. While essential for understanding the
origins of ethnocentric ideas, such group division along ethnic lines is not explained
by Group Conflict Theory. As such, this theory presupposes a latent ethnic divide that
is assumed to be ‘activated’ in the light of relatively unfortunate economic circum-

stances or in times of greater presence of ethnic minorities.
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1.3 Contact theory

1.3.1 Allport’s contact hypothesis

Whereas Group Conflict Theory typically locates sources of ethnocentrism at the
contextual level (i.e., circumstances of scarcity), the focus of Contact Theory is clearly
on the individual level. In fact, the latter is not so much a theory that attempts to
explain ethnocentrism per se, but rather it describes a particular mechanism that might
lead to reduction of ethnocentrism. The basic argument of Contact Theory is that
contact with ethnic minorities has the potential to influence people’s opinions about
ethnic minorities such that ethnocentric ideas will be reduced. The interest in such a
role of interethnic contact on ethnocentrism arose after World War II, and some argue
that this contact tradition was initially motivated by the postwar wish to prevent rep-
etition of the holocaust (see Jackman and Crane 1986; Connolly 2000; Torre 2010).

The first ideas about such a prejudice-reducing role of interethnic contact were
bundled by Gordon Allport in his seminal work The nature of prejudice. It is in this book
that he formulated the ‘contact hypothesis’, based on which he is considered the
founding father of the contact tradition. According to this ‘contact hypothesis’,
interethnic contacts will produce less negative thinking about ethnic minorities, but
only under four optimal conditions of contact: when the individuals involved in con-
tact are from equal-status groups; when a common goal is pursued; when contact
involves cooperation; and when institutional support for contact is present (cf. Allport
1979[1954]: 279). Under those four optimal conditions, interethnic contact would
successively lead to more knowledge about ethnic minorities, to more understanding
for them, and to more positive ideas about them. This hypothesis was based on previ-
ous research findings on interethnic contacts conducted among Marines (Brophy
1946); among undergraduates (Allport and Kramer 1946); and in the army (Stouffer
et al. 1949), as well as on an early review of interethnic contact research conducted by
Williams (1947).

Even though the contact hypothesis echoes a positive idea about the future pros-
pects of interethnic relations, this is not true for other claims made by Allport. Indeed,
Allport has suggested that with only occasional, superficial contacts, it would be
impossible to overcome people’s negative opinions about ethnic minorities. In such
superficial contact situations interethnic contact would ultimately reproduce an indi-
vidual’s initial ideas about ethnic minorities (Allport 1979[1954). Moreover, Allport
has stated that interethnic contact in general might not work for everyone. He con-

cluded that ‘contact, as a situational variable, cannot always overcome the personal
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variable in prejudice. This is true whenever the inner strain within the person is too
tense, too insistent, to permit him to profit from the structure of the outer situation’
(Allport 1979[1954]: 280-281). Such a statement is characteristic of Allport’s seminal
work, in which he not only proposed the contact hypothesis, but also reflected upon
it critically and placed it within other insights on the formation of ethnic prejudice.
As such he acknowledges the importance of cultural values for understanding people’s
interpretations of interethnic contacts and its consequences for ideas about ethnic
minorities. Despite its later canonization, in which just his contact hypothesis was
picked up, The nature of prejudice may well be seen as a work that reflects the richness

of ideas about ethnic prejudice that existed at the time of writing.?

1.3.2 Pettigrew’s Contact Theory

The further development of interethnic contact research has been, for an important
part at least, put forward by social psychologists. One of the most productive authors
in this respect is Thomas Pettigrew, who in fact claims to have reformulated Allport’s
contact hypothesis into Contact Theory (Pettigrew 1998: 75-78). Pettigrew and col-
leagues have not only created an extensive body of research within the intergroup
contact tradition, but have dominated the field as well. This dominant version of Con-
tact Theory is studied and further elaborated here.

The logic of Contact Theory departs in two important aspects from the traditional
contentions in intergroup contact research. First, the role of Allport’s four optimal
conditions of contact is downplayed within Contact Theory. Allport stated that the
failure to meet those optimal contact conditions might lead to interethnic contact
having no effect on ideas about ethnic minorities, or in some cases even to the increase
of negative ideas (Allport 1979[1954]: 279). Nevertheless, contact scholars claim to
have found that even in the absence of Allport’s four optimal conditions reduction of
ethnocentrism through interethnic contacts takes place (e.g. Pettigrew and Tropp
2008; Stein et al. 2000). As affirmed by Husnu and Crisp, ‘while there may be facilitat-
ing conditions that improve its effectiveness, contact basically works’ (Husnu and Crisp
2010: 943, italics in original). Therefore, the research focus of Contact Theory turned
away from Allport’s four optimal conditions, and less and less emphasis is placed on
studying the conditions under which interethnic contact works.

The second difference between Allport’s ideas and the logic of Contact Theory
exactly concerns the questions of how and why interethnic contacts influence ideas
about ethnic minorities. Allport pictured the influence of interethnic contacts on ideas

about ethnic minorities as some chain in which interethnic contact under the four
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optimal conditions would create more knowledge of ethnic minority cultures, which
would therefore result in more understanding for, and ultimately more positive think-
ing about ethnic minorities (Allport 1979[1954]). Pettigrew seems to have interpreted
this ‘chain’ as a purely cognitive explanation, about which he states that ‘[c]ognitive
analyses are not so much wrong as they are incomplete. Other processes are also
involved’ (Pettigrew 1998:71).

In the context of an extensive meta-study on intergroup contact research, Pettigrew
and Tropp claim to have shown that such knowledge mediation does take place, but is
less important than the mediating effect that works through empathy and perspective
taking (Pettigrew and Tropp 2011). Therefore, in Contact Theory mainly intimate
contacts, such as interethnic friendships, are expected to lead to reduction of ethno-
centrism (Pettigrew and Tropp 2011; McLaren 2003). From this perspective, contact
will mostly lead to reduction of negative ideas about ethnic minorities when it offers
the possibility of empathizing with out-group members and their concerns (Pettigrew
and Tropp 2008: 923). Such intimate contacts would lead to overthrowing the idea
that members from ethnic minority groups have different morals and values than in-
group members (McLaren 2003: 913), which should result in blurring the boundary
between in-groups and out-groups®. This does, however, not answer the essential ques-
tion of how such intimate contacts come into being.

Altogether, Contact Theory, as put forward by Pettigrew and colleagues, predicts
that interethnic contacts, especially intimate ones, will lead to less ethnocentrism. Its
debates, as argued by Connolly (2000), ‘are clearly grounded in social psychological
perspectives, which focus on an individual’s potential for attitudinal change within
inter-group contact’ (Connolly 2000: 175). By focusing on such an allegedly universal
potential for attitudinal change that is thought to be present among all individuals,
Contact Theory research ‘has tended to create a rather self-referential field where the
core assumptions and beliefs that underpin the Contact Hypothesis are simply taken
for granted and thus remain unchallenged’ (Ibid). More specifically, this means that
Contact Theory research has assumed rather than critically studied the idea that
interethnic contact can actually produce changes in ideas about ethnic minorities
among all individuals. As such, the logic of Contact Theory assumes that interpretation
of interethnic contacts will have a universal effect on ethnocentrism, irrespective of
the social or cultural background of individuals. In addition, although Contact Theory
itself claims that its arguments apply mainly to intimate contacts, in research practice
its insights are extrapolated to all sorts of interethnic contacts. This is for example
reflected in the claim, already cited above, that ‘while there may be facilitating condi-
tions that improve its effectiveness, contact basically works” (Husnu and Crisp 2010:

943, italics in original) for reducing prejudice.
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1.4 The role of cultural values in studying ethnocentrism

1.4.1 Beyond sociology’s blind spot for culture

As follows from the foregoing, both Group Conflict Theory and Contact Theory
neglect the role of people’s cultural values for understanding ethnocentrism. For the
former this is reflected in the assumption that people by definition think and perceive
of reality in terms of ethnic divisions. For the latter this is crystalized in the idea of an
allegedly universal ‘beneficial’ effect of interethnic contact. As such, both leading theo-
ries in studies on ethnocentrism have a blind spot for culture, a characteristic they
share with many other social scientific research traditions. Indeed, it was only since the
1970s and 1980s that a renewed attention to ‘culture’ emerged within the social sci-
ences. This ‘cultural turn’ (see for example Friedland and Mohr 2004; Nash 2001;
Chaney 1994) was aimed as a critique of the positivist logic that had been dominating
the social sciences. This positivist nature of the discipline implied a theoretical prefer-
ence for everything that is ‘hard’ and can be measured ‘objectively’.

The ‘cultural turn’ meant a radical break with such a positivist logic, its core idea
being that no ‘hard’ and ‘objective’ social facts can exist in social science, since the
social is always defined through human subjective experience (see for example Hout-
man 2003b: 38-39; Houtman and Achterberg 2012: 389). Such an emphasis on sub-
jectivity ‘allows us to look beyond the material understanding of “society” to the realm
of meaning’ (Sherwood, Smith and Alexander 1993: 374). Therefore, social science can
only study what meaning people attach to things in life, instead of attempting to
uncover an underlying ‘objective’ reality (e.g. Houtman 2008; Houtman and Achter-
berg 2012: 392). Instead of seeing only ‘hard’ factors, such as a person’s economic posi-
tion, as being real, the ‘cultural turn’ thereby paved the way for introducing into
sociological research the idea that cultural structures have real effects.

This notion of the autonomy of ‘culture’ and the working of ‘culture’ as an inde-
pendent variable, rather than as only a dependent variable, is the vital insight that has
led to the revival of cultural sociology.* As stated by Friedland and Mohr (2004), this
cultural sociology should not be seen as an emphasis on cultural research topics, but as
a new paradigm for sociology as a discipline. The fundamental idea behind such a
cultural sociological paradigm is that ‘culture is not a thing but a dimension, not an
object to be studied as a dependent variable, but a thread that runs through, one that
can be teased out of, every conceivable social form’ (Alexander 2003: 7). As such, it has
gained importance within the sociological discipline in the past fifteen years as ‘a field

at the crossroads of sociology (...) its prominence results from the disciplinary gaps it
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has filled’ (Jacobs and Spilman 2005: 2), namely by understanding cultural processes as
‘the switch point’ between structure and agency (Ibid: 3).

It is in this sense that a cultural sociological approach can lead to advances in the
study of ethnocentrism. As stated by Lamont, ‘[a] focus on meaning-making is also
likely to enrich the study of racism and anti-racism (...) we need to gain purchase on
the broad cultural frameworks that facilitate it” (Lamont 2000: 604). Indeed, Allport,
contact tradition’s founding father, already acknowledged that ‘a person’s prejudice is
unlikely to be merely a specific attitude toward a specific group; it is more likely to be
a reflection of his whole habit of thinking about the world he lives in’ (Allport
1979[1954]: 175). It is exactly this ‘habit of thinking’, the cultural values that serve as
frames of interpretation through which people perceive the world and the experi-
ences they have, that is many times neglected in studies on opinions about ethnic
minorities. In the following, we will see how this is true for Group Conflict Theory

and Contact Theory respectively.

1.4.2 The cultural gap in Group Conflict Theory

In recent years, more and more research evidence emerged showing that more than
economic threats, cultural threats function as driving forces behind negative ideas
about ethnic minorities (see for example Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014; Malhotra,
Margalit and Hyunjung Mo 2013, for an overview of such studies). At the same time,
the logic of Group Conflict Theory has been extended to resources other than purely
economic ones, such as the defense of the ethnic majority culture (e.g. Sides and Cit-
rin 2007; Schneider 2008). Indeed, Biggs and Knauss (2012) do not stand alone in
preferring ‘a generic formulation of threat, for the prediction about numerical size
should hold whether the majority feels threatened in economic, political or cultural
domains’ (Biggs and Knauss 2012: 634).°

The common assumption among Group Conflict scholars is that cultural threat
works through the same mechanism as economic threat. Indeed, when referring to
intergroup competition for scarce resources, Schlueter and Scheepers (2010) argue
that ‘[i]ssues at stake in such intergroup competition can refer to tangible (e.g. housing
or labor market issues), as well as intangible, goods (e.g., religious or language issues’
(Schlueter and Scheepers 2010: 286). In such an approach, cultural resources are
framed in the perspective of scarcity as well. It is, however, not self-evident to assume
that cultural resources can be scarce. Whereas economic resources can be limited, cul-
tural resources are in principle infinite. This goes for example for the belief in a God;

for common rituals regarding important life-events such as death; and for eating prac-
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tices, with which I do not mean eating manners, but rather the role of food(sharing)
in social life and ideas about what constitutes ‘good food’. Those examples have in
common that different ways of acting on those subjects do not necessarily stand in
each other’s way and are in that sense infinite. Because of this infinite nature of cultural
resources, an additional explanation that links cultural resources to ethnic competition
is required.

An attempt to offer such an additional explanation was made by Coenders et al.
(2008b). They argue that economic threat is based on realistic group conflict only,
whereas cultural threat can be understood through social identity theory (Tajfel and
Turner 1979) and people’s wish for a positive group identity (see Coenders et al.
2008b). This distinction, however, does not seem to solve the core problem at hand.
After all, if competition for economic resources should be explained from realistic
conflict theory only, it can be doubted whether this should necessarily result in ethnic
competition. As Allport argues, ‘even in so realistic a situation we note the essential
illogicality of regarding only the man of the other race as a threat (...) There must be
also a previous sense of in-group and out-group rivalry before the lines of competi-
tion can be perceived as ethnic’ (Allport 1979[1954]: 60). Similarly, if cultural threat
should be based only on the longing for a positive group identity, a more profound
explanation is needed to understand why this group identity should necessarily be
based on ethnic background.

As such, decomposed under the pressure of the evidence for ‘cultural threat’, a fun-
damental flaw of Group Conflict Theory comes to light. In an attempt to explain
ethnocentrism, Group Conflict Theory in fact presupposes a perception of society
which 1s divided along ethnic and racial lines. As such, Group Conflict Theory in fact
presupposes ethnocentrism. After all, it assumes that a positive group identity is by
definition based on an ethnic group identity. This is furthermore confirmed by the
statement that economic threat can as well be rooted in realistic conflicts that might
have ‘objective’ sources. This would work such that ‘[e][ven when members of the
majority group do not have strong discriminative views against immigrants, they may
become xenophobic because some specific objective conditions incline them to feel
threatened about losing the resources they have’ (Hjerm and Nagayoshi 2011: 817).
How else could this be true, if not by presupposing an ethnic divide? It is at this point
exactly, where the need for a cultural sociological perspective comes to light.
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1.4.3 A cultural sociological critique of Contact Theory

Whereas the blind spot of Group Conflict Theory for culture, as we have seen, ulti-
mately results in presupposing the very issue it aims to study, Contact Theory’s neglect
of“culture’ results in an overestimation of the potential of interethnic contact to reduce
ethnocentrism. Even though Contact Theory in the end expects that interethnic con-
tacts can change people’s ideas and values, it ignores the frames of interpretation con-
stituted by people’s cultural values through which interethnic contacts are evaluated.
Contact Theory seems to adhere to a stimulus response-like approach instead, in
which interethnic contact has a given effect that is the same for everyone.This approach
disregards Allport’s initial idea that contact might not work the same for everyone.
Even though this idea was underlined by Pettigrew himself when stating that ‘prior
attitudes and experiences influence (...) what the effects of the contact will be’ (Pet-
tigrew 1998: 77), it has not been incorporated into Contact Theory.®

This fundamental difference of Contact Theory vis-a-vis Allport’s initial ideas
uncovers an essentially different perception of the mechanism that underlies interpre-
tations of interethnic contact situations. What is overlooked in Contact Theory is that
contact, just like any other event, is not ‘objectively’ projected onto people, but is
experienced through people’s subjective frames of interpretation, through which peo-
ple make sense of all external influences. In the context of interethnic contacts, such
frames of interpretation will most likely be constituted by people’s values concerning
cultural differences. This will work such that those more culturally tolerant will be
more likely to evaluate contact in a positive sense than those more culturally intoler-
ant. When interested in understanding how and why interethnic contact might pro-
duce changes in the way individuals think about ethnic minorities, it is therefore
impo