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Mikael Gravers, ed. Exploring Ethnic Diver-

sity in Burma. Copenhagen: Nordic Institute

of Asian Studies, ����, xx� ���p., maps,

tables, photos.

A well-informed academic volume such as this

on ethnicity in Burma has been much needed,

and any audience will find the chapters richly

informative and many of them stimulating. Most

of the papers probe the process through which

ethnonyms and ethnic categories have been for-

mulated, especially since colonial times, though

for some groups from the period immediately

preceding British entry and for others more re-

cently. Originating in a conference held in

Sweden in ����, the book overall provides well-

contextualized information on the historical for-

mation of ethnic categories and classifications.

The volume leads us to question some taken-for-

granted and essentialized ethnic categories, and

readers will be prompted to consider alternative

possibilities for negotiating the diversity that

characterizes Burma.

There will be two, no doubt overlapping,

types of audience for this book: the academic

audience interested in politics and ethnicity, es-

pecially in Burma, and the audience concerned

mainly with the current political situation in

Burma. The editor certainly has both types of

reader in mind, a policy I think is admirable for a

volume on such a topic. However, it is possible

that the use of terms specific to academic theo-

rizing on ethnicity may put off some in the latter

audience, while a few among the former might

find some of the politically situated assertions

too forward and partial. An exercise of probing

into ethnic category formation in Burma can

never be apolitical, and there is inevitable varie-

ty in the tone adopted by each author regarding

the regime.

As editor, Gravers sets the academic tone in

the introduction �chapter � �� On the one hand,

he asserts the importance of contextualizing and

historicizing ethnic categories and ethnonyms,

including how they have become instruments of

identity politics, and of recognizing how primo-

rdialism, which supports the apparent givenness

of ethnic categories, is itself historically con-

structed. On the other hand, Gravers recognizes

that ethnic categories are an essential part of the

way people imagine their place in the world and

the way they reflect upon their position, as in a

“modernist cosmology.” In other words, ethnicity

is a tool of the ruling hegemonic power, but at

the same time a tool for those who must position

themselves within the system founded by that

power. The volume, as set out in this introduc-

tion, is an attempt to look at these two aspects

in interaction. Most papers accomplish this

through examining the interplay of various ac-

tors and relationships, including on-the-ground

practices of those who bear the ethnonyms them-

selves.

Unfortunately, there is one important gap.

While there are papers dealing with the Chin,

Kachin, Karen, Kayah/Karenni, Mon, and Shan

as large categories, and while nationalism in

Burma constitutes the implicit background of

! �
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