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Abstract  

How is a Hutu person different from a Tutsi? What is the cultural basis for the difference between 
the Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims in Sri Lanka? Why are Bosnians Muslim and Serbs Orthodox? 
The implicit and lived categories of identity that lie behind these questions have had alternatively 
glorious and vexatious, and sometimes even terrifying consequences across modern history. Being 
identified as Tutsi or Jew was the basis for intense periods of ethnic genocide. At the same time, 
categories of identity are the basis of human life and crucial to living with others across the 
complex boundaries of difference. Who is an Aboriginal person? What does it mean to be black? 
Identity is foundational to social life, and it is that which makes it a terrain of colonisation, cultural 
management, and contestation. It also makes it basic to questions of ontological security. Identities 
are not simply cultural inventions—though of course they can be culturally fabricated, managed, 
distorted and reduced to simplistic typologies. 
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