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Recap

http://www.refugeesinpa.org/aboutus/demoandarrivalstats



Recap

u Today, approximately 7,000-8,000 
Bhutanese Americans live in Pittsburgh

u Arrived in two distinct waves

u Resettlement from Asia and resettlement 
within the United States

u Primarily concentrated in the South Hills



Why is it important to 
engage with and 
understand refugee 
communities today?



Engaging with refugee groups

u There are currently 65 million 
displaced people globally in an 
increasingly globalized world

u Partnerships and relationships 
build communities

u Learning about other people 
teaches you about yourself



Identity Theory: 
An Introduction



Defining Identity and Ethnicity

uStart with 
the 
dictionary

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/identity



Defining Identity and Ethnicity

u Brubaker and Cooper - Uses of identity

u Fundamental, consequential sameness within a specific group

u Points to something “allegedly deep, basic, abiding, or 

foundational”

u Development of collective understanding

u Highlight fluctuating aspects of selfhood

Brubaker, R., & Cooper, F. (2000). Beyond "Identity". Theory 
and Society, 29(1), 1-47



Defining Identity and Ethnicity

“It is useful  to treat the notion of 

identity as the set of points of personal 

reference on which people may rely to 

navigate the social world they inhabit, 

to make sense of the myriad 

constellations of social relationships that 

they encounter, to discern their place 

in these constellations, and to 

understand the opportunities for action 

in this context.” – Henry Hale

Hale, Henry E. “Explaining Ethnicity. Comparative Political 
Studies 37, no. 4 (2004): 458-485

https://lco.global/files/spacebook/.thumbnails/southern-
constellations-sky.jpeg/southern-constellations-sky-600x600.jpeg



Defining Identity and Ethnicity

Identity
Ethnicity

Ethnic Identity



Defining Identity and Ethnicity

u Hale: Ethnic groups consist of individuals with common points of reference 
(“constellations”)

u Bentley: Similar life experiences leading to common dispositions

u Ancestral descent, culture, language, religion, history, etc.

u Eriksen: Ethnicity as a “fluid and ambiguous aspect of social life,” can be 
“manipulated by the agents themselves”

Hale, Henry E. “Explaining Ethnicity. Comparative Political 
Studies 37, no. 4 (2004): 458-485

Eriksen, Thomas Hylland. Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological 
Perspectives. New York; London: Pluto Press, 2010; 2015.

Bentley, “Ethnicity and Practice”
Bentley, G. Carter. “Ethnicity in Practice.” Comparative 

Studies in Society and History 29, no. 1 (1987): 24-55



Constructivist vs Primordialist Theories 
of Ethnicity and Identity

Constructivist

u Fluid

u Adaptive

u Ever-changing

u “Soft,” “Weak”

Primordialist

u Rigid

u Does not change or 
adapt

u Established through 
history/historical 
practices

u “Hard”

Brubaker, R., & Cooper, F. (2000). Beyond "Identity". Theory 
and Society, 29(1), 1-47

Hale, Henry E. “Explaining Ethnicity. Comparative Political 
Studies 37, no. 4 (2004): 458-485

https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/old-wall-from-a-stone-brick-of-
gray-color-gm504817332-83349187?esource=SEO_GIS_CDN_Redirect



Identity – Interaction and 
Categorization

u Getting around “hard” and “soft” identity: focus on 
relational and categorical identification

u People will place themselves in relation to the people around 
them, depending on levels of sameness and difference

u People will classify themselves in groups according to sameness

u Categorization/Classification

Brubaker, R., & Cooper, F. (2000). Beyond "Identity". Theory 
and Society, 29(1), 1-47



Identity – Interaction and 
Categorization

Jenkins, Richard. Rethinking Ethnicity. 2nd 
ed. London; Los Angeles: SAGE, 2008. 



Identity – Interaction and 
Categorization

u Barth: it “must depend on their exhibiting the particular traits of the 
culture”

u Hatoss: it must “reflect their attitudes, emotions, and other 
imbedded cultural meanings”

How do people categorize themselves?

Barth, Fredrik. Selected Essays of Fredrik Barth. Boston; London; 
Routledge and K. Paul, 1981. 

Hatoss, Anikó. “Where are You from? Identity Construction and Experiences of ‘Othering’ in the 
Narratives of Sudanese Refugee-Background Australians.’ Discourse & Society 23, no. 1 (2012): 47-68



Identity – Interaction and 
Categorization

u Interaction as a mechanism for 
categorization

u Eriksen: Interactions strengthen 
group identities

u Interaction order

u Goffman: “The consequences of 
systems of enabling conversation”

u Enables individuals to characterize 
and categorize themselves via 
interaction and observance

Eriksen, Thomas Hylland. Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological 
Perspectives. New York; London: Pluto Press, 2010; 2015.

https://purlinglondon.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Bold-
Checkers-Red-Black-1-1000px.jpg

Goffman, Erving. "The Interaction Order: American Sociological Association, 1982 
Presidential Address." American Sociological Review 48, no. 1 (1983): 1-17.



Identity in Context: (Trans)national 
Identity and Boundaries

u Community and nationalism

u Cohen: Community is a mental construct

u Eriksen: Forms of nationalism

u Formal nationalism: Associated with the 
nation-state (bureaucracy, organization, 
ideology, uniformity, etc.)

u Informal nationalism: Associated with 
collective events in civil society (rituals, 
holidays, sporting events, etc.)

Eriksen, Thomas Hylland. (1993). “Formal and informal nationalism.” 
Ethnic & Racial Studies 16 (1), 1-25 

Cohen, Anthony P. Symbolic Construction of Community. Taylor and 
Francis, 1985. 

https://sites.duke.edu/wcwp/files/2016/04/First_game_of_the_2010_FI
FA_World_Cup_South_Africa_vs_Mexico3.jpg



Identity in Context: (Trans)national 
Identity and Boundaries

u Collective identity

u Has emotional, perceptual, and behavioral outcomes at macro 
level

u Form specific attitudes, beliefs, and patterns as a collective

u Influences sense of solidarity and unity, intensity of involvement, 
level of mobilization, 

David, Ohad and Daniel Bar-Tal. “A Sociopsychological Conception of Collective Identity: The Case of 
National Identity as an Example.” Personality and Social Psychology Review 13, no. 4 (2009): 354-379.



David, Ohad and Daniel Bar-Tal. “A Sociopsychological Conception of Collective Identity: The Case of 
National Identity as an Example.” Personality and Social Psychology Review 13, no. 4 (2009): 354-379.



u Transnational Identity and Boundaries

u Boundaries (physical and psychological) establish demarcation 
between two identity groups, which can establish a relationship

u Transnationalism: focus on the relationship, connection, and tension 
between the old country and the new country

u Eriksen: Moral commitments may go on for generations, meaning 
contemporary is an ongoing process that will never truly result in complete 

nationalization

Identity in Context: (Trans)national 
Identity and Boundaries

Eriksen, Thomas Hylland. Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological 
Perspectives. New York; London: Pluto Press, 2010; 2015.



Integrating Identities and Cultures

u Culture and identity is based upon values, 
and values are shared via transaction and 
interaction

u Presence of multiple identities (gender, 
employment, ethnicity, transnationalism, 
etc.)

u Nested

u Cross-cutting

u Separate

Barth, Fredrik. Selected Essays of Fredrik Barth. Boston; London; 
Routledge and K. Paul, 1981.

Herrman, Richard and Marilyn Brewer. “Transnational Identities: 
Becoming European in the EU.” Rowman and Littlefield, 2004.



Integrating Identities and Cultures

u Contending identities through a transnational 
lens

u Malkki: Understanding of nativeness 
complicated “as more and more people 
identify themselves, or are categorized, in 
reference to deterritorialized ‘homelands,’ 
‘cultures,’ and ‘origins’”

u Hale: Personal constellation becomes “thicker” 
when points of references and categorizations 
become more meaningful and plentiful

Malkki, Liisa. “National Geographic: The Rooting of Peoples and the Territorialization of National 
Identity among Scholars and Refugees.” Cultural Anthropology 7, no. 1 (1992): 24-44.

Hale, Henry E. “Explaining Ethnicity. Comparative Political 
Studies 37, no. 4 (2004): 458-485



Integrating Identities and Cultures

Bhutanese
Nepali-Bhutanese
American
Pittsburgh American

?



Where are you from?

Integrating Identities and Cultures

Hatoss, Anikó. “Where are You from? Identity Construction and Experiences of ‘Othering’ in the 
Narratives of Sudanese Refugee-Background Australians.’ Discourse & Society 23, no. 1 (2012): 47-68



Putting it all together



Putting it all together

uHow is identity constructed and developed in 
Pittsburgh’s Bhutanese community?

uHow do national and transnational narratives 
influence collective identity development, 
particularly among refugee groups?



Bhutan : South Asia

Lhotshampas Bhutanese :  Bhutan

Relocated Bhutanese refugee :  Lhotshampas Bhutanese     

Immigrant : American

Relocated Immigrant :  Immigrant

Relocated Pittsburgh immigrant :  Relocated Immigrant

Collective identity: 
Shared experiences and history, common beliefs,
communal practices and rituals, collective 
symbolization, community organization and 
mobilization, shared sense of unity

Creating an Identity Narrative Through a Transnational, Refugee Lens

Individual  
Categorization

Collective 

Categorization

Interactions

Individual  
Categorization

Collective 

Categorization

Interactions



Thanks for Listening!


