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What is ethnicity?  According to Fredrik Barth, it is a set of delineated boundaries between neighboring groups, and individuals are primarily concerned with maintaining these boundaries in order to explain one’s identity, often in a relative, comparative manner (Barth 1969: 15).  Ronald Cohen, on the other hand, disputes Barth’s assertion by explaining that ethnicity is not so concrete or black-and-white, but rather a fluid concept by which members distinguish “in-groups” from “out-groups,” and which can be in a state of constant change due to various situational applications (Cohen 1978: 388).  An analysis of these theories will entail their application to a number of ethnicities from around the world and from different points in time.  
To start, the Vezo people, who live on the coast of western Madagascar, are a population identified by their occupation and its effects.  Fishing is their livelihood, and they define themselves as those “who struggle with the sea and live on the coast” (Astuti 1995: 465).  The term “Vezo” does not explain an incontrovertible identity, but rather a set of traits that can be adopted or abandoned at will; people are not born Vezo, but rather become Vezo  (Astuti 1995: 465-467).  This is all in contrast with the Masikoro people, who are part of the same cultural origins as the Vezo, but are defined by what the Vezo are not: those who live inland and farm for a living.  In a lifetime, one may become Vezo, and then leave the Vezo to become Masikoro (Astuti 1995: 469).  This formula for identity on Madagascar has elements of Barth and of Cohen.  With regards to Barth, there are clear boundaries between the two groups.  Although they may not be necessarily defined as ethnicities, they are distinct and separate, and they are kept that way through a series of identifying traits, such as the ability to swim and build canoes, and scars from the fishing line that is tied around the hands and torso.  This is in opposition to the Masikoro, who know how to farm the land and have calluses on their thumbs from pounding maize (Astuti 1995: 472).  However, looking at Cohen’s theory, we can see that this boundary is easily fluid, with members changing their identity at will, sometimes multiple times within a lifespan; and this occurs as a result of a change in location, because on Madagascar, identity is tied to locale in a definite way (Astuti 1995: 469).  There is a strong sense of “in” versus “out” when Vezo speak of themselves in relation to the Masikoro, but there is no hostility or negativity; either one is Vezo or one is Masikoro, depending on how one acts and what one does.
The Fur and Baggara groups of Western Sudan have “remained culturally distinct although they have been in contact for centuries” (Haaland 1969: 59).  The Fur are autochthonous to the area and are cultivators of land who depend on millet during the rainy season, while the Baggara are connected with Arabic invaders from the fourteenth century and are primarily cattle-raising nomads but also practice the growing of millet during the rainy season.  There is little competition between them because the groups are ecologically complementary (Haaland 1969: 58-59).  Besides this occupational and lifestyle identification, there are traits by which group members can be measured.  Fur live in mud and straw huts while Baggara live in camps of tents; Fur speak their own language while Baggara speak Arabic; Fur use a throwing-spear while Baggara use a unique lance (Haaland 1969: 61).  Barth’s theory of ethnicity easily explains the two groups’ coexistence.  There are very clear symbolic boundaries between them, and to claim oneself as a member, one must meet all terms of qualification for that particular group.  
Although these groups do not share a common value system, they interact economically in several ways.  Fur grow millet but the sale of its products for cash is seen as shameful, and because of land rights distributed by Fur chieftains, it is impossible to sell land for money (Haaland 1969: 62).  However, they can accumulate capital through the ownership of cattle, which are highly profitable in the production of calves.  During the rainy season, many Fur entrust their cattle with Baggara nomads, who take care of the cattle as their own but return them at the season’s close.  There is no guarantee that the cattle will be kept safe by the Baggara, but ensuring the cattle are healthy during that season could be very beneficial for their personal wealth and production (Haaland 1969: 63).  To combat this, many Fur elect to become nomadic when the convertible value of their cattle reaches a certain amount.  Here, there are different degrees of nomadism.  The first is in concert with other Fur, migrating to higher lands that are still in the Fur region.  The second involves attaching oneself to an established Baggara group and following them around for longer migrations.  In this situation the Fur will become Baggara, but if he so chooses, he may return to the Fur and will be accepted in his old place in society (Haaland 1969: 64-65).  In this way, the Fur and Baggara also illustrate Cohen’s theory through the interchangeability of identity.  Although it is much more time-consuming and potentially less economical than the change between Vezo and Masikoro, it can happen under similar conditions: choice of occupation and locale.  It is a relational yet situational identity difference.

The Lupaqa, an Andean people of the sixteenth century, found that their native location among the higher elevations held good conditions for “an agro-pastoral subsistence base that included camelids, potatoes, quinoa, and a variety of other high-altitude tubers and grains,” but they also maintained colonial settlements in the lowlands to the east and west, where they cultivated low-altitude crops (Van Buren 1996: 341).  Rather than trading with neighboring indigenous groups, the Qolla and the Carumas, they kept production within the Lupaqa by colonizing various areas around their base.  This was an advantageous position when Spanish colonists settled around 1540, for it allowed them inclusion in a “unique administrative standing within the valley” as part of the “royal encomienda that was the personal property of the Spanish monarch,” and was preferred over private control (Van Buren 1996: 344).  
Evidence abounds that, within Lupaqa society at this time, households of commoners traded so they could supplement their goods and dietary consumption, but colonies were also connected to the elite’s political obligations to the Spanish, so Van Buren concludes that the Lupaqa’s colonial adaptations are not wholly ecological in origin (Van Buren 1996: 346-347).  Additionally, Lupaqa had the advantage of relative autonomy in the face of other native populations who were totally controlled by the Spanish.  Elite leaders of the Lupaqa settlements were not obligated to pay tribute or perform services for the Spanish.  Van Buren argues that these Lupaqa colonies functioned not to create subsistence for an entire population, but rather to maintain political power in opposition to the Spaniards (Van Buren 1996: 348).

These Lupaqa colonies maintained boundaries between one another, as Barth would argue, because they became different groups that farmed different crops and lived in different places.  They also erected symbolic borders between themselves and the Spanish explorers through relative independence from them.  However, Cohen would explain that, although the Lupaqa colonies were varied and widespread, they continued to identify themselves as Lupaqa no matter where they were located, and always knew they were in opposition to the Spanish despite fluidity of physical location.
The Pathans, native to the areas of Pakistan and Afghanistan, are a group that identifies in some manner with the Pathan way of life (Barth 1969: 117).  In short, this entails patrilineal descent, as all Pathans share a common ancestor; belief in Islam; and taking part in Pathan custom, which are made up of actions consistent with Islam.  Barth illustrates Pathan custom, not only by explaining the ideals of “male autonomy and egality, self-expression and aggressiveness,” but also with three major institutions: hospitality and “the honorable uses of material goods,” councils and “the honorable pursuit of public affairs,” and seclusion and “the honorable organization of domestic life” (Barth 1969: 119-120).  These three allow Pathans to facilitate the realization of core Pathan values.  Southern Pathans, however, have been influenced by the bordering Baluchs, and have generally become less egalitarian and more hierarchical than classic Pathan values dictate.  Some Pathans who are absorbed by Baluch tribes must give up the autonomy and self-expression to which they are accustomed in order to assimilate (Barth 1969: 124-125).  Over the years Pathans have expanded to the north and to the east, which results in a lifestyle change to more closely match the neighboring Hazara people wherein stratified communities develop “as a dominant, landholding group in a poly-ethnic system” and political autonomy is based on the ownership of land (Barth 1969: 127).  Differences abound in contrast with other nearby groups, Afghans and Kohistanis.  

Barth emphasizes that “change of identity takes place where the person’s performance is poor and alternative identities are within reach,” and this change also results in modifications of unit and boundary organization (Barth 1969: 132).  Barth also asserts that one does not retain a past identity when it has been abandoned after failure: “many change their ethnic label, and only few are in a position where they cling to it under adverse circumstances” (Barth 1969: 133-134).  Here, Barth shows that Pathan identity is concrete: one may change identity to a neighboring group only through adoption of their livelihood and only after one has failed to meet the specific expectations of Pathan life.  However, Cohen’s argument would help explain this in terms of flux and mutability; changing identity is a personal choice of free will, and a group will accept new members quite easily, but in so doing will never forget a member’s origin.  In this way, it is not a completely fluid system, but rather a set of compromises between one’s original ethnicity and one’s new ethinicity.
The Hawaiian idea of “tradition” has been disputed among anthropologists and natives as being less a time-honored lifestyle led by aboriginal Hawaiian people and more a recently adopted assortment of elements from various cultures.  Jocelyn Linnekin explains that “tradition is fluid,” and that the idea of tradition may be “times long past or what one’s mother did” (Linnekin 1983: 242).  Ukelele, salmon, hula, and the idea of subsistence on “fish and poi” are all fairly recent additions to the Hawaiian cultural landscape.  For Hawaiians, life in Keanae on the island of Maui is considered the “traditional Hawaiian lifestyle.”  In a vivid illustration of Cohen’s theory of ethnicity, Linnekin mentions that “villagers use the terms ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ to express the dichotomy between life in the rural heartland and the foreign world of towns and cities where most Hawaiians live today” (Linnekin 1983: 243).  Although there is much idealization regarding the past and its part in Hawaiian identity, as long as one is part native Hawaiian and “acts Hawaiian,” one may claim to live “inside” (Linnekin 1983: 244).  
Also noteworthy is the Hawaiian nationalist movement of the 1970s which attempted to spread knowledge of “traditional” Hawaiian culture and beliefs, such as the building and sailing of a canoe around the islands and the preservation of Kahoolawe, the uninhabited island the US Navy has used for bombing practice.  Unfortunately, being ignorant of the “traditional” way to sail and man a canoe of this type, the voyage was a failure; and Kahoolawe, though exalted by leaders of the nationalist movement as a beautiful, fertile piece of land used as a ritual burying ground, was actually very difficult to inhabit and was once used as a penal facility and a trash dump (Linnekin 1983: 244-246).  Hawaiian identity is created through the use of nationalist and rural “traditions” which may or may not be native to Hawaii or necessarily relevant in today’s scope, and it is also reinforced by the tourism boom that has invaded Hawaii over the last half-century (Linnekin 1983: 249).  Barth’s and Cohen’s theories both apply here.  In Barth’s sense, the creation and maintenance of boundaries between the lifestyle of the more urban and suburban areas and that of the “back land” of which Keanae is part is a vital characteristic of Hawaiian culture.  But with analysis of the situation by way of Cohen, one may live “inside” and adopt the ways of Hawaiians of old, and be seen as a member of that group as long as one can claim some semblance of native Hawaiian ancestry.  Linnekin herself says that some of the “most Hawaiian” people of the area are actually hapa-haole, or half white (Linnekin 1983: 244).
Finally, the Ndendeuli, an aggregation of peoples in southwestern Tanzania and researched in the early nineteenth century, were originally known by different names according to contained groupings.  Over the course of many years, Ngoni people invaded the area and took these groups as their own; the factions were split and divided in different areas under chiefdoms, where “the category Ndendeuli came to mean subject people whose numbers were continually added to” through the raiding and conquering of peoples by the Ngoni (Cohen 1979: 393).  Then Europeans came through, which led to some Ndendeuli moving east and eventually becoming Islamic, while others became part of the Ngoni ethnicity and were trained along a Western school of thought.  By the middle of the twentieth century, Ndendeuli in the east had a strong sense of ethnic identity and felt a stark difference from the Ngoni people (Cohen 1979: 394).  Cohen argues that this fissure was a result of “territorial, cultural, and ecological influences that turned political subordination into increasing cultural differentiation” and pertained to ethnic stratification within a single group that was formerly called Ndendeuli but which now pertains only to one of these divisions.  Barth’s theory applies in the sense that each disassociates themselves from the new divisions that have sprung up over time and influence, with unambiguous cultural borders between them, such as religion, education, and subsistence (Cohen 1979: 394).
As for my personal judgment of these theories, I do not believe they are mutually exclusive modes of analysis; there is no need to choose one absolutely over the other as the reigning ethnic philosophy.  Both Barth and Cohen can be constructively and thoroughly used to explain identity and differences between ethnic groups, and I think they are useful for a pluralistic view of what ethnicity is.  Barth opts for a comparative view of ethnic groups, one in which they are concerned primarily with the maintenance of boundaries between themselves and others.  However, he does not stress that these boundaries are, by definition, unchanging and constant.  Cohen takes this a step further with his modification that ethnic identity is in a state of flux and can change due to situational differences, sometimes with no chance of return, but sometimes with the ability to switch at will.  I believe that Barth created a basis for modern ethnic theory, and Cohen merely expounded upon it and elaborated further.  Their theories are not at all in opposition to one another.
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