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COMMENTARY 

Extending Ethnocracy: Reflections and Suggestions 
 

 

Oren Yiftachel 
Ben-Gurion University of the Negev 

 

Abstract 
As prelude to the special issue, this short piece reflects on the scholarly origins of the 'ethnocracy' concept, and 
comments on the arguments made by James Anderson's insightful opening article. It then outlines several 
concepts developed in the author's own work in later years as 'offsprings' of ethnocracy. Finally, it answers the 
challenge raised by Anderson by suggesting future theoretical, conceptual and empirical directions for research 
into ethnocratic dynamics on urban, state and global scales.  
  
 
This special journal issue, devoted to the concept of 'ethnocracy', is an excellent opportunity 

to reflect on the making and life of the concept some two decades after its emergence in the 

social sciences and humanities. It is also an opportunity to evaluate the concept's strengths 

and weaknesses, and assess its ability to shed light on the nature of political regimes and 

identity politics during a critical transitional period in the world's political geography. In this 

short piece I will first reflect on the origins of ethnocratic theory, then briefly comment on 

Anderson's insightful lead article, and highlight several concepts and research agendas that 

rest on the foundations of the ethnocratic angle. 

 

To refresh the readers' mind, the term 'ethnocracy' was developed into a comprehensive 

theory during the 1990s and early 2000s (Yiftachel, 1997, 1999, 2006). It identified a 

particular regime type, which uses a 'thin' layer of (often distorted) democratic practices, but 

structurally facilitates – explicitly or implicitly – mechanisms of ethnic control and expansion 

over contested lands. Ethnocratic theory analysed critically the causes, content, consequences 

and different trajectories of ethnocratic regimes. It was developed (after years of being 
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sporadically mentioned in the literature) following criticism of conventional, typically non-

critical scholarship describing the nature of political regimes, (e.g. Alvarez et al. 1996). It 

was also propelled by a critique of several key concepts that emerged in the 1990s, such as 

'nationalizing states' (Brubaker 1996) or 'ethnic democracy' (Smooha 1990, Yiftachel 1992). 

These discussions exposed a serious void in existing typologies of political regimes, which 

consistently overlooked the persistence and often neo-colonial nature of ethnic domination in 

a wide range of states, even during their so-called 'democratic transition'.  

 

While the development of ethnocratic theory was strongly influenced by studying the Zionist-

Palestinian conflict, the concept was developed by using comparative methods, and hence 

became equally relevant to other regimes facilitating the domination of a particular identity 

group over others, such as Malaysia, Sri Lanka, Northern Ireland, Cyprus, Estonia and Serbia. 

The insightful articles of this special issue, dealing with Fiji, Australia, Lebanon, Ireland, the 

Baltic States, Sri Lanka and the city of Jerusalem, vividly illustrate this international 

relevance.  

 

During the 1990s and 2000s, empirical and comparative work on ethnocratic societies 

resulted in the development of a set of related concepts, seeking to fine-tune the 

understanding of the logic, workings and consequences of ethnocratic systems of power. 

These have focused on the impact of spatial, legal and discursive practices on social and 

political relations, and included concepts such as 'settling ethnocracy', 'ethnicization', 'ethnic 

religion', 'ethno-class', 'fractured regions', 'trapped minorities', 'stratified citizenship' and 

'urban ethnocracy' (See, among others: Anderson 2013; Murtagh and Keaveney 2006; Nagle 

2009; Howard 2012; O'Dowd and Komarova 2011; Renemyi 2011; Tuathail, 2013Yiftachel 

1997, 1999, 2006; Yiftachel and Yacobi 2000; Yiftachel and Ghanem 2004).  

 

Extending Ethnocracy 

In his perceptive leading article, James Anderson suggests extension of the concept in three 

related directions, dealing with 'imperial ethnocracy', 'religious-political ethnocracy' and 

'post-conflict' ethnocracy. Indeed, such insightful suggestions take the concept into areas of 

investigation often overlooked in previous work. Conceptually and politically, religion is 

obviously a major mobilizer of identity and politics. The two decades since the development 

of 'ethnocracy' have seen a significant rise of religious discourses as key platforms of identity 
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conflicts, notably in the Middle East, where political Islam has radically reshaped previous 

political landscapes and forms of violent conflicts in key states such as Turkey, Egypt, Iraq 

and Syria. In Israel/Palestine religion has never been far from the political surface, but in 

recent years its impact has amplified, often positing a radicalizing challenge to state 

ethnocratic logic (see also Yiftachel and Roded 2010). Likewise, countless political struggles 

in Africa, Asia, and the Americas and even in Europe have revolved around explicit or 

implicit notions of religion.  

 

Beyond its empirical validity, the rise of political religion also presents a challenge to the 

ethnocratic model in ways unpredicted by the original model. New religious politics often 

promote different sets of political boundaries and horizons around which power is mobilized 

and contested. In ethnocratic settings, religious identities often overlap ethno-national 

definitions to create ‘ethnic religions’, leading to a mutual reinforcement of the two sets of 

political mobilizations (evident in cases such as Lebanon, The Balkans, Sudan or Northern 

Ireland). Other times, however, religious boundaries and goals contest state authority and 

power, particularly when fuelling expansionist agendas, as in some versions of political 

Judaism and Islam (see Yiftachel and Roded 2010). The unstable relations between ethno-

national and religious projects, as Anderson points out well, add an important dimension of 

ethnic politics yet to be fully analysed or understood. 

 

Anderson's additional idea of extending ethnocracy, 'back' to imperial history, and 'forward' 

to post-conflict settings, is also highly commendable. Beyond the obvious interest in the 

historically changing nature of territoriality and identity, it also introduces the importance of 

time and temporality as critical analytical categories, often underplayed in the study of 

political geographies and conflicts (see also Jamal 2016; Yiftachel 2016). In ethnocratic 

societies, the management of time has become a tool for preserving the position of dominant 

groups, through the portrayal of their history, archaeology and belonging to contested 

territory as timeless and natural.  

 

In parallel, ethnocratic time management tends to define the existence of other groups as 

temporary, transient, invasive or uncertain, hence weakening their claims for recognition, 

belonging and resources. In many ethnocratic states, territorial time has been colonized by the 

dominant power, with the effect of triggering resistance, hardening identities and deepening 

conflicts. On the contrary, in federal, multi-cultural or liberal societies, the recognition of 
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multiple collective times and overlapping histories have been instrumental in the transition 

from conflict to coexistence. Therefore, even beyond imperial and post-conflict settings, 

Anderson's intervention opens up wide horizons for new research on these timely topics.  

 

Further Horizons 

In the spirit of Anderson's discussion, let me now identify other aspects of ethnocratic theory, 

which call for further scholarly and political attention. These include (but naturally, not 

limited to) race, gender, immigration and urban regimes. Race is closely related to ethnicity, 

being a 'biological-like' social and political category constantly changing over time. Racial 

categories have been commonly imposed over marginalized groups in order to maintain 

social and political supremacy. The similarities and differences between race and ethnicity in 

the making of political and spatial power need to be further explored, if we are to fully 

understand the making and maintenance of ethnocracies and group conflict (see Winant 

2011). This is particularly the case in the current age of increasing immigration and refugee 

movement, as collective identities are increasingly essentialized. At the same time, 

liberalization and democratization see indigenous and national minorities reassert their 

demands, thus further fuelling group boundaries and tensions.   

 

Gender, like race, is understudied in the ethnocratic context (for exceptions, see Mostov 1999; 

Fenster 2005; Yuval-Davis and Werbner 1999). Gender is obviously critical to the very 

making of ethnic categories and the manner in which they are reproduced. Gender relations 

are mobilized both to sharpen the differences between collectivities, but also to shape the 

nature of gender and sexualities within groups. In particular, ethnic conflict and neo-colonial 

relations often suppress the struggle over gender issues such as abuse, domination, equality, 

family structure and sexuality, commonly in the name of serving 'higher' collective goals. The 

typical ethnocratic silencing of gender issues thus facilitates the essentialization of collective 

identities and the inability of women to challenge their oppression (see: Mostov 1999). But 

other examples also exist, where women mobilize the struggle to move 'upwards' in the social 

order, as occurred in the first Palestinian Intifada or with women mobilization in Liberia. 

Research is these areas can add crucial insights to the understanding of the making and 

maintenance of oppressive ethnocratic systems, and the manner in which 'cracks' in the 

system have been exploited to challenge patriarchal ethnocracies. 
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Two additional areas of research appear to be vital for the understanding of contemporary 

ethnocratic societies: immigration and urban regimes. The expansion of the ethnocratic 

inquiry into these areas has already begun (see: Porter and Barry 2015; Roy 2009). Using a 

'grounded theorization' approach, my own work has explored the changing spatio-political 

positioning of these groups in rapidly expanding urban regions. While these topics still 

require much more research, it is clear that ethnocratic and racial logics are critical for the 

understanding of governance and social relations in today's metropolis. This factor has been 

underplayed in most critical urban and planning theories with the effect of ignoring and/or 

misunderstanding major political upheavals (Yiftachel 2016). Systematic engagement with 

urban identity regimes has spawned the development of new concepts, such as ‘gray spacin’', 

‘dynamic structuralism’, ‘creeping apartheid’ and ‘metrozenship’ (Yiftachel 2015). Space 

limitation prevents proper discussion of these concepts, which can be likened to branches 

splitting from the core of ethnocratic theories, and shedding light on related, yet different, 

configurations of power, space and identity.  

 

Immigration, either international or internal, was also previously underplayed in the study of 

ethnocratic regimes. It has nonetheless become a critical factor in understanding new 

formations of class and identity, and hence political regimes. The amplifying mobility (of 

both immigrants and refugees) has been unprecedented in recent years, causing shockwaves 

to political systems worldwide. The recent examples of Brexit and the rise of Donald Trump 

in the US are clear illustrations that even in the most liberal capitalist societies, ethnocratic 

considerations are firmly on the agenda. Hence, the current stage of globalizing capitalism, 

often portrayed in the literature as either (neo)liberal or color-blind, is strongly implicated in 

the rise of ethnocratic practices and mobilizations.  

 

In such settings, ethnocratic principles play a critical new role, by creating new hierarchies of 

civil status between 'veterans' (typically citizens with full rights), and 'newcomers' (often 

having partial or minimal rights). The normative and legal foundations of this process are 

rooted in the putative 'ownership' of particular groups over states and public resources. Hence, 

the institution of citizenship, which was created to overcome feudal or colonial hierarchical 

systems of privilege and create a universal ‘demos’, has now – ironically – become a 

foundation of new, often racist, social hierarchies.  
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Urban regimes have become central to shaping these relations as the manifestation of these 

processes became nearly exclusively urban, with most immigrants congregating in rapidly 

growing urban regions. This has put in train a process I have conceptualized as 'gray spacing', 

in which growing groups, areas, developments and economies are being placed, indefinitely, 

between the 'lightness' of full membership, legality and safety, and the 'darkness' of 

marginalization, criminality and eviction. This indefinite ‘in-betweenness’ has structurally 

marginalized large parts of the population, signalling a new manifestation of ethnocratic 

norms that rear their head in the current age of capitalist globalization and the associated 

rapid urbanization (see Yiftachel 2011; Tzfadia 2013).  

 

Gray spacing has become a hallmark of the new metropolis, and hence the foundation of a 

new political order. One of the main challenges is thus to explore in new research the 

interaction of ethnocratic and racist, or alternatively liberal or democratic practices, on the 

emerging or new urban regimes. Given the centrality of cities, the urban order will 

increasingly become a main battleground for the making of new citizenship and social 

relations. Although states obviously remain key players, the city is where new colonial 

relations are being forged, where new mobilizations, democratization and/or marginalization 

are being established.  

 

'Creeping Apartheid' is therefore emerging as a leading urban political order. The 

congregation of marginalized, ‘partial’ citizens in major urban centres has meant that many 

urban regimes are now – knowingly or unwittingly – facilitating this process through a range 

of structurally discriminating practices and regulations, in policy areas such as housing, land, 

development and representation. Apartheid is 'creeping' because these practices and policies 

remain undeclared, being justified as ‘temporary’ or as a result of a ‘natural’ market or 

‘international’ order. Here, the concept of ‘metrozenship’ was suggested to offer a new 

normative and political horizon to de-colonize the emerging exploitive and often racist urban 

order (Yiftachel 2015). Nevertheless, these urban apartheids too should be considered as 

‘branches’ of the ethnocratic state, as it attempts to control the tensions between persisting 

governance structures, ethnic and cultural demands, within the latest stage of global 

capitalism. These regimes must be further studied theoretically and comparatively to better 

understand their impact on social relations and political transformations.   
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Finally, the connection of ethnocracy to Israel/Palestine can, and should, be explored more 

deeply in line with the suggestions above, and beyond. Further bold, critical, theorizations of 

such studies will demonstrate that Israel/Palestine is not an exception, as is often argued. It is 

rather an intense hyper-example of processes commonly evident elsewhere, many of which as 

'off-springs' of the ethnocratic order which should be further studied, critiqued and resisted.  
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