
 

კულტურა და იდენტობები ცვალებად 

საზოგადოებაში 

 

Culture and Identities in Changeable Society 

 

 

 

 

რიდერი 

 

 

მომზადებულია ლია წულაძის  მიერ 



Warning Concerning Copyright Restrictions: 
 
 
The Copyright law of the United States (Title 17, United States Code) governs the making of photocopies or other 
reproduction of copyrighted material. 
 
Under certain conditions specified in the law, libraries and archives are authorized to furnish a photocopy or other 
reproduction.  One of these specified conditions is that the photocopy or reproduction is not be used for any purpose 
other than private study, scholarship or research.  If electronic transmission of reserve material is used for purposes in 
excess of what constitutes "fair use", that user may be liable for copyright infringement. 
 
 
 
Citation: 
Sewell, Jr., William H. "The Concept(s) of Culture," in Beyond the Cultural Turn: New Directions in the Study of 
Society and Culture, edited by Victoria E. Bonnell and Lynn Hunt Berkeley: U of California Press, 1999, pp. 35-61.  
 
Copyright: 
Regents of the University of California 1999 

Printed on 











































































http://yas.sagepub.com 

Youth & Society 
DOI: 10.1177/004411802237864 
Youth Society 2002; 34; 214 
NAOMI ROSH WHITE 
"Not Under My Roof!": Young People's Experience of Home 
http://yas.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/34/2/214 
The online version of this article can be found at: 
Published by: 
http://www.sagepublications.com 
Additional services and information for Youth & Society can be found at: 
Email Alerts: http://yas.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts 
Subscriptions: http://yas.sagepub.com/subscriptions 
Reprints: http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav 
Permissions: http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav 
Citations http://yas.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/34/2/214 
Downloaded from http://yas.sagepub.com at WASEDA UNIV on October 7, 2009 
1YW0Oh.1Uit1eT7 /H7 Y/ 0&O0 4US4ON1C1G8I EP02ET2OY3P 7/ L8D6EE4’SC EEMXPBEERRI E20N0C2E OF HOME 

“NOT UNDER MY ROOF!” 
Young People’s Experience of Home 
NAOMI ROSH WHITE 
Monash University 
Young people are staying at home for longer periods. This study explores how this extended 
period of living with parents is experienced by young people. In what sense is 
the parental home also “home” to coresident young adult offspring? How are these 
constructed meanings of home related to young people’s sense of autonomy and the 
structure of power relations in the family? The findings showed that the concept of 
home is a core organizing symbol in the discourse about the experience of coresidence 
with parents, linking the social, emotional, and physical dimensions of the domestic 
environment with the young person’s developing sense of self. The meaning of home is 
connected to perceived rights to make decisions about how the household might operate, 
the division of labor within its confines, and the tenor of relationships between its 
members. 
I respect the fact that we are still their kids and living under their roof 
and have to obey their rules. 
(female, age 20, employed full-time) 
In Australia, four in five single people aged 18 to 24 years are living 
at home with their parents (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1997). The 
largest group of dependents is between the ages of 18 and 22 years of 
age. However, the change for families is that more of these young people 
are staying at home for longer periods. That is, over the past 10 
years, the number of young adults between the ages of 20 and 24 years 
living with their parents has risen from 29% to 38%. This study explores 
how this extended period of living with parents is experienced 
by young people. That is, in what sense is the parental home also 
“home” to coresident postadolescent children? And finally, how are 
these constructed meanings of home related to young people’s sense 
of autonomy and the structure of power relations in the family? 
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Using a snowball sampling technique, the study drewon structured 
interviews conducted in Melbourne with 83 young people aged between 



18 and 25 years. Although the resulting sample was not representative, 
it matched many of the characteristics typical of people in 
this age group. That is, young people tend to be single, engaged in study, 
have lower income rates, and have lower workforce participation 
(Ellis, 1996). The sample for this study included young people from 
families from across the socioeconomic spectrum and represented a 
diversity of ethnic groups (31 of the interviewees had one or both parents 
born in either Asian, European, or Middle Eastern countries). The 
group interviewed included male and female students, part- and fulltime 
workers, and 17 young people who had returned home after periods 
of independent living ranging from a few months to several years. 
This spread of circumstances provided a sufficiently wide base from 
which to begin to explore how young people experience coresidence 
with parents. 
The transcripts of the interviews were analyzed with reference to 
clusters of themes that expressed diverse aspects of the experience 
of coresidence and the transition to adulthood: perceptions of independence/ 
dependence, patterns of dominance and subordination in 
parent/child interactions, and the provision of parental support and selfdefinitions 
as adults/children. However, as the analysis progressed, it 
became clear that these issues were anchored in the idea of home. The 
concept of home emerged as a core organizing symbol in the discourse 
about the experience of coresidence with parents, linking the social, 
emotional, and physical dimensions of the domestic environment with 
the young person’s developing sense of self. Consequently, the focus 
of analysis shifted from documenting the range of young people’s experience 
of coresidence with parents, per se (an issue that has received 
extensive research attention), to the links between this experience and 
the less researched question of the meaning of home to young adults. 
CONCEPTUAL ISSUES 
A cluster of socially constructed meanings make up our definitions 
of child, youth, and adult. For instance, whereas childhood connotes 
dependence, limited spheres of autonomy, lack of independent 
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financial resources, powerlessness, and the child as a person-in-themaking, 
adulthood is understood to entail responsibility, independence, 
and freedom. Even though there are characteristics that distinguish 
them, the boundaries between these two stages are fluid. Childhood 
and adulthood are no longer so readily differentiated by financial 
independence, employment, and student status, nor by events such as 
getting a job. Transitions such as finishing school, full-time employment, 
and marriage might be relevant but not central to young people’s 
notions of adulthood. More important indicators of adulthood are 
emotional control in relationships with parents, responsibility (for 
oneself and others), and independent decision making (Arnett, 1997; 
Hartley, 1991; Scheer, Unger, & Brown, 1996). 
The boundaries of the stage we label “youth” are even less well defined. 
Youth, the transitional stage that sits somewhere between childhood 
and adulthood, is socially understood to be marked by a progression 
from dependence on parents to independence, self-reliance with 
respect to daily living requirements, and eventually living with people 



other than parents (Arnett, 1997; Irwin, 1995). As with the chronological 
markers of childhood and adulthood, social perceptions of the age 
boundaries indicating the beginning and end of youth are fluid and 
variable and have changed over time. For instance, in the 1950s, adolescence 
was considered to extend between 15 and 21 years of age; in 
the 1990s, the socially constructed viewof the commencement of adolescence 
shifted it back to 11 years of age. Corresponding changes 
have occurred in our views of the ages at which partnering, marriage, 
and having children should occur. In the 1950s, thiswas understood to 
span the years between 20 and 45 years of age; in the 1990s, it moved 
to between 30 and 55 years (Sheehy, 1996). 
The meanings of home are also socially constructed. Furthermore, 
features integral to the social construction of youth are also central to 
the social connotations of home. For example, autonomy and the 
structure of family relations are significant factors in socially constructed 
meanings of youth and home. Saunders andWilliams (1988) 
write, 
For adults, the home is typically experienced as a realm of relative autonomy 
where they can choose . . . how their time is to be organised, 
howtheir surroundings are to be arranged . . . . For children and adoles- 
216 YOUTH & SOCIETY / DECEMBER 2002 
Downloaded from http://yas.sagepub.com at WASEDA UNIV on October 7, 2009 

cents, by contrast, the home is often experienced as a domain where 
others (the adults) prevail. As they grow older, the constraints of the 
home frequently become more irksome. The home becomes a place to 
escape from, a place where, as in school, they are subject to rules drawn 
up and imposed by others. (p. 85) 
As the passage above shows, the differential power structuring family 
relationships is integral to the meaning given to home. In other words, 
the meaning of home is differentiated by gender and, more centrally 
for this study, by age. 
LITERATURE REVIEW: 
THE EXPERIENCE OF CORESIDENCE 
For the most part, research about young people’s patterns of 
coresidence with parents documents broad demographic changes in 
Western societies. These changes are associated with the trend toward 
longer periods of coresidence: changes such as higher retention and 
participation rates in education, fewer opportunities for financial independence 
through full-time employment, lack of affordable housing, 
and the rising age of first-time marriages (Kerckhoff & Macrae, 
1992; Setterstein, 1998; White, 1994). In addition, links between patterns 
of coresidence and gender, ethnicity, and class respectively have 
been investigated. Although the data on the significance of class for 
remaining at home or leaving are equivocal, research has shown that 
young men leave home later than women, the closer parental supervision 
of female children contributing to their earlier departure (Buck& 
Scott, 1993; Irwin, 1995; White, 1994). Furthermore, cultural preference 
and extended family structures together result in decisions by 
young people to remain at home until later ages, even where only one 
parent is of non-Anglo-Celtic descent (Aqualino, 1991; Glick&Sung 
Ling, 1986; Hartley, 1993; White, 1994). 
Another body of relevant research examines the connection between 



young people’s developmental needs, the psychosocial dynamics 
of the family, and how young people experience living with their 
parents. Two interconnected issues relevant to this study emerge from 
this research: conflict between young people and their parents and the 
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process of individuation. The intensity and focus of parent/child conflict 
have been shown to be key factors coloring perceptions of the experience 
of coresidence with parents. Conflict between young people 
and their parents has been shown to arise from parental domination, 
parental requirements concerning information on young people’s 
whereabouts, the permissibility of sexual relationships at home, incompatible 
views about drug and alcohol use, young people’s 
nonparticipation in domestic life (in particular, levels of contribution 
to household duties), perceived disruption to parents’or siblings’lives 
caused by young people’s presence in the family home, particularly in 
the case of divorce or remarriage, and young people’s increasing assertion 
of independence (Aqualino & Supple, 1991; Hartley, 1989, 
1993; Hauser, 1990; Mitchell, Wister, & Burch, 1989; Tang, 1996; 
White, 1994). 
The shifting boundaries of power and control inherent in the child’s 
transition to adulthood, and the way this transition is handled by both 
the parent and young person, are central to the occurrence and intensity 
of conflict.Young adults oscillate between the need for separation 
and connectedness with parents and siblings (Hauser, 1990). This oscillation, 
when combined with circumscribed or inadequate parental 
responses to the young person’s changing desire for freedom within a 
supportive environment, has led Norris and Tindale (1994) to suggest 
that family relations can become “intimate at a distance.” Whereas the 
distance is necessary for the processes of individuation and separation, 
the sense of connectedness and intimacy derives from the provision 
of emotional and financial support by family members. This support 
has been found to be an important reason for remaining at home. 
Research has shown that the two principal reasons for young adults to 
remain at home longer are the support, security, and company that living 
at home provides, as well as the financial benefits of this arrangement 
(Hartley, 1990). 
Support, security, and emotional bonds are central to the meanings 
we give to the notion of home. Research has revealed a number of different 
meanings of home, ranging from a physical entity with decent 
material conditions and standards to a place of emotional and physical 
well-being, where one experiences loving and caring social relations 
and where one has control and privacy (Watson&Austerberry, 1986). 
The home is understood to be the place of autonomy and power in an 
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increasingly “heteronous world” where others make the rules (Dovey, 
1985, p. 46). It is described as the key locale for privacy, freedom of 
action, and solitude (Saunders &Williams, 1988). Finally, the home, 
with its assumption of privacy, is also identified as the site for the creation 
of identity. According to Altman (1975, cited in Dovey, 1985), 
Privacy mechanisms define the limits and boundaries of the self. When 
the permeability of those boundaries is under the control of a person, a 



sense of individuality develops. (p. 47) 
In contrast to the research on demographic factors relevant to 
young people’s patterns of coresidence with parents, there is a paucity 
of research into howthey construct the meaning of home. Some information 
about the social construction of home is embedded in studies 
examining related issues such as homelessness or housing arrangements 
for the elderly (Beed, 1991; Gattuso, 1996; Neil&Fopp, 1992; 
Perritt, Impson, & Martin, 1993). Although there is some research on 
older people’s and homeless youth’s notions of home, there is little or 
no work on how young people’s notions of home are connected to the 
transition from childhood to adulthood. This study addresses cultural 
assumptions that have, for the most part, remained unexamined: 
Namely, in what sense is the parental home also “home” to residing 
young adult offspring? Is this definition of home connected to power 
and status relationships in the family? 
THE FINDINGS: 
CONSTRUCTING THE MEANING OF HOME 
The concepts of house, household, and home are intertwined in 
young people’s accounts of their living arrangements with parents. 
Whereas house refers to a material, spatial entity, household refers to 
the coresidence of people who make up a social and economic unit not 
normally (nor necessarily) based on traditional kinship relationships 
(Saunders & Williams, 1988). Finally, home is a significant seat of 
identity formation and self-definition. It is “an ideological construct 
infused with emotion” (Gurney, 1990, cited in Somerville, 1992, 
p. 529). As the saying goes, home is where the heart is. The notion of 
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home is aligned to the concept of communitas, with its implications of 
shared understandings, ideals, and relationships based on sentiment 
and emotion. The household, with its more contractual relationships 
based on exchange, has conceptual links to the notion of societas. The 
remarks of the young people interviewed reveal shifts between the 
shared bonds of communitas and the implied contracts of societas, 
both in their family relationships and in their conceptions of their 
place of residence. They also bring into stark relief the connection between 
the structure of family power relations, autonomy, and socially 
constructed meanings of home. 
“IT’S ALWAYS THE ‘NOT UNDER MY ROOF’ THING”: 
HOUSE VERSUS HOME 
The intersection of power, autonomy, and the differentiation between 
house, household, and home is most clearly evident in young 
people’s accounts of their parents’ rationales for whether sexual partners 
are permitted to stay overnight. The decision about whether sexual 
partners may stay with them in their parents’ house was one they 
had neither the power nor authority to make. It is here that the issue of 
control of domestic spaces, the power to define what is acceptable 
within its confines, and the young person’s individuation and transition 
into adulthood intersect. In otherwords, if the power to control the 
domestic space resides with the parents, in what sense is this space 
“home” to the young adult child? 
The accounts make clear the assumption that ownership of the material, 



spatial entity (the house) confers power to determine the system 
of rules that set behavioral codes that structure howthe domestic environment 
is defined. When control clearly resides with parents, the 
terms house and household, rather than home, are used to refer to the 
interviewee’s place of residence. 
Dad has been firmly set on no guys staying overnight in the same bed, 
which is fair enough. I mean, it’s his house so we accept that. (female 
student, age 22) 
My parents are against my girlfriend staying over . . . I amstill living in 
their household . . . . It is fair enough that your rights are limited to some 
degree if it is not actually your house. (male student, age 22) 
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Mydad doesn’t mind the live-in relationship bit as long as it’s not under 
his own roof. (I) respect it totally. It’s his house, he’s worked for it; 
therefore he has the right to say “yay” or “nay” to something. (female 
student, age 22) 
Where parental rules exist and are enforced, the quasi contractual nature 
of coresidence comes to the fore, and the parental home is referred 
to as a place of physical shelter (house) rather than with reference to 
the social and emotional bonds between family members. The phrases 
“it’s their house” and “not under my roof” recur in interviewees’ responses 
when these rules (with respect to a range of behaviors) are 
mentioned. 
The links between restricted autonomy and control and use of the 
terms house versus home were also evident in young people’s accounts 
of their freedom of movement and opinion. 
Because I live under my parents’ roof, it’s more a sign of respect that I 
let my parents know where I’m going and what time I’ll be home. (female 
student, age 22) 
We are encouraged to have our own opinion. But because (my parents) 
own the house, their opinion is the only one that actually gets implemented. 
(female student, age 23, employed part-time) 
There’s a lack of negotiation, lack of communication . . . it’s a one-way 
system. I don’t get a say or most of us don’t get a say in what the (household) 
rules should be, or how they should be approached or how they 
should be enforced. (female, age 23, employed full-time) 
The uneasy transition from parent/child to adult/adult relationships 
between parents and their offspring was evident in this sense of not 
having a voice. Young people’s sense of independence derives in part 
from family assumptions about who has legitimate authority to determine 
what happens in the house. This issue of legitimate authority, 
control, and power was discernible in the frequent shifts between references 
to house and home, as the following account shows: 
I think that when you are living at home you need to respect that you are 
at an age where your parents could quite easily kick you out and you 
have got to respect that they are still allowing you to live under their 
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roof. So you have to respect their views and opinions, whether they are 
the same as yours. I think they need you to know that it’s their house 
and their rules, and as long as you abide by them then you should have 
as much freedom as you see fit. (female, age 19, employed full-time) 
The way the phrases “living at home,” “my parent’s roof,” “their 
house,” and “their household” were used revealed a clear understanding 



that for a young person coresiding with parents, home is a zone of 
restricted autonomy and bounded action, where parental views prevail. 
For the most part, the young people interviewed were sanguine 
about this restricted autonomy. Some expressed frustration, whereas 
most accepted it as part of an implicit exchange for physical shelter 
and material support. 
If you want the advantages of paying no rent and electricity then you 
have to stay at home and forsake your mandate over what television 
shows are on. (female student, age 19) 
THE DOMESTIC DIVISION OF LABOR: 
HOME AS SOCIETAS OR COMMUNITAS? 
For young people, the urge to move away from the parental home is 
outweighed by the financial pressure to continue living with parents. 
Young adults who are studying are likely to be dependent on their parents 
even if they have some source of income. Even young people in 
full- or part-time employment are likely to stay at home to consolidate 
a financial base. Economic contributions to the household affect 
young people’s feelings of independence and shift their definitions of 
home. This was particularly evident in the responses of young people 
who were working full- or part-time while living with parents. Because 
daily living expenses outside the parental home were carried by 
the young people themselves, and board or rent was paid to parents, 
therewas an attenuated sense of dependence and an increased sense of 
entitlement to adult rights. 
If [young people] are paying board then they should have the right to 
use the phone andwatch the TV as they like and have people over. But I 
guess if they are not paying board then the parents are going to have a 
bit more say over what they do. (female, age 19, employed full-time) 
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Research has shown that young people’s economic position is relevant 
to the incidence of conflict with parents. That is, there is greater 
conflict when the young person is unemployed (Aqualino & Supple, 
1991). This may be because unemployment not only means financial 
dependence but also deprivation of the power conferred by the capacity 
to contribute to the economic maintenance of the household. This 
deprivation of power removes a significant platform from which to negotiate 
and develop an adult role and, with it, peer status with parents 
(Hartley, 1989, p. 24). 
Paying rent or board is a contractual arrangement. Contributing to 
the ongoing domestic chores is less clearly contractual, although in 
some cases it is experienced as such. 
I know some parents make their children pay rent when they become a 
certain age, and I’m completely against that. But I understand that it 
means that I do have to do some work around the house to have—not 
the privilege—but to have the chance to live at home without having to 
pay rent or anything. (female student, age 20, employed part-time) 
Although contribution to domestic work sits between the clearly 
contractual and the noncontractual, it is not exempt from the pressures 
of the power differential between parents and their young adult children. 
The tasks to be undertaken and judgments about their satisfactory 
execution are continuing sites of contention between parents and 
their offspring. 



My Dad tends to be a bit of a perfectionist and he likes everything to be 
in place, and if something is not in its place, he tends to get quite angry. 
(female, age 25, employed full-time) 
Other than responsibilities in the domestic arena, responsibilities 
were variously understood by the interviewees to include an obligation 
to demonstrate that onewas “part of the family” or that one had “a 
part to play in living at home.” However, there were no clearly articulated 
parameters of that responsibility (beyond acceptance of the obligation 
to let parents knowone’s movements when out of the house and 
completion of assigned domestic tasks). 
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Responsibility could be not to take anything for granted.You have a responsibility 
to not just be a person who uses (the parental house) as a 
place to come whenever youwant somewhere to rest and somewhere to 
have a feed and someone to do your clothes for you. You’ve got to be 
part of the family. (male student, age 19) 
I think that everyone has a part to play in living at home in a family situation. 
And it can come in all different forms too, without planning it out 
on a list or anything. Your job in the family is to just keep everyone 
calm, or keep everyone working well together, that sort of thing. Kind 
of being the mediator instead of cleaning the toilet or something. There 
are different sorts of responsibilities to have living at home. (female 
student, age 21, employed part-time) 
The lack of clarity about what it means to be “part of the family,” 
with equal status and responsibility, might be explained in one of several 
ways. One possibility is that these rights and responsibilities are, 
for the most part, unarticulated and taken for granted. Another more 
interesting possibility is that this very lack of clarity is indicative of the 
transitional stage in which young people find themselves. That is, they 
occupy a position without clearly defined role expectations with regard 
to the giving and receiving of emotional support and their financial 
and domestic rights and responsibilities. It is a time during which 
they are treated (and also see themselves) as both children and “not 
children” and as “not quite adults,” either. 
BEING AN ADULT: DEPENDENCE AND INDEPENDENCE 
The lack of clarity about role, either as financial contributor or with 
respect to social, emotional, or practical support, was echoed in feelings 
that one is not truly adult while living with one’s parents. One set 
of factors discussed earlier centered on having a voice in decisions 
about the household. In addition to these issues, young people who did 
not have some degree of financial independence or responsibility for 
household bills made reference to the fact that they felt “less mature.” 
I think I feel younger than someone my age whowas living out of home 
and had a lot more responsibility as far as financially, bills and stuff . . . . 
I don’t like the idea of leaving home because I really don’t think I could 
actually deal with it, to tell you the truth—with study and social life and 
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work and home responsibilities. (female student, age 19, employed 
part-time) 
I think I’d feel a lot more mature if I was out of home. I think it would 
give me the opportunity to make my own mistakes because a lot of the 
time being at home restricts me. My parents often say, “I wouldn’t do 
that because this could happen.” . . . That doesn’t give me time to learn 



or growas an individual. (female student, age 19, employed part-time) 
Adulthood is seen to be contingent on moving out to live independently 
of parents. In this respect, the parental home is the home of 
childhood, not the home of adulthood. Yet those who have returned to 
live with their parents speak about “coming home” to live. The ambivalence 
discernible in young people’s constructions of home mirrors 
the movement between dependence and independence inherent in the 
progression to adulthood. Dependence is evident in continuing reliance 
on the emotional support and guidance provided by parents. 
When I make a decision at home I tend to ask my Mum is this the right 
decision to make, and she would give me her opinion . . . . I think I will 
feel a little bit insecure at first (after moving away from my parents), 
just a little bit worried on whether you are making the right decision. 
(female, age 25, employed full-time) 
If [my parents] weren’t as determined about what sort of person I 
should be like . . . I’d probably get a little too slack or even go off 
track . . . . I think they actually keep me in line; it’s good. (female student, 
age 22) 
I’m glad [my parents] made me save [money] . . . . So that’s been good, 
teaching me about how to save, and what’s money and real life. (male 
student, age 18) 
The young people spoke about the value of being nurtured and cared 
for by parents, being taught how to manage and conserve their finances 
if they were income earners. 
On the other hand, there was a clearly felt need for independence 
and acknowledgment of adult status. This was particularly evident in 
the references made by young people in full-timework to a lack of parental 
recognition that they carried work responsibilities that either 
matched or exceeded those of their parents. 
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I think parents should understand that they are sharing the house with 
other adults, not with children and these people should be able to come 
and go as they please . . . . I’m the only one who has come home with a 
full-time job and a bit going on in my life. It’s been difficult for my parents 
to see me as a responsible adult. I think my Mum sees my Dad’s 
job as a lot more responsible than my job, whereas we bothwork 5 days 
a week, we both come home tired and pretty much it’s the same thing. 
We work full-time and we’re adults, but Mum sees me as her daughter 
who works full-time, and then there is an adult that works full-time in 
the house. (female, age 22, employed full-time) 
Other responses revealed a more complex picture, where parents rely 
on young people to remain “children.” 
I suppose [my parents] realise that we’ve grown up, but in a sense 
they’re too scared to let us grow up. I think the most important rights 
children or anyone my age should have is the right to be their own person, 
speak out for who they are and what they believe in and also the 
right to disagree with what their parents think is correct and true . . . . 
Some of those rights and responsibilities my parents still won’t give 
me . . . . It’s just a matter of your background I suppose, whether you’re 
given those rights or not. (female, age 22, employed full-time) 
I think that in some situations, the parents don’t realise their children 
have grown up, because they are still living at home. They try and make 
them do everything they want them to do, tell them who they can see, 
who they can go out with and all sorts of things. (female, age 19, employed 



full-time) 
The implications of this restricted independence for identity and selfesteem 
were expressed poignantly by one of the young people interviewed: 
If you feel restricted you will not be yourself; you won’t be your own 
person. (female, age 25, employed full-time) 
The complexities of interpersonal relationships in situations 
where multiple generations live under one roof have been documented 
in studies of relationships in extended families (e.g., Huber, 
1977). However, these extended family structures are embedded in 
226 YOUTH & SOCIETY / DECEMBER 2002 
Downloaded from http://yas.sagepub.com at WASEDA UNIV on October 7, 2009 

White / YOUNG PEOPLE’S EXPERIENCE OF HOME 227 
cultural values and societal practices that privilege the collective over 
the individual. In contrast, in societies where independence and individualism 
are valorized as markers of adulthood, restricting the autonomy 
of young people could be expected to have a greater impact on 
their self-definitions as adults. 
A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN: THE ISSUE OF PRIVACY 
The drive to independence and its relationship to notions of home is 
most clearly revealed in young people’s discourse about privacy. Privacy 
at home involves the power to “control one’s own boundaries,” 
both emotional and physical (Somerville, 1992, p. 532). Parental acknowledgment 
of emotional boundaries is relevant to the young person’s 
emerging self-definition as adult and has a bearing on family dynamics. 
The young people interviewed spoke about these emotional 
boundaries and the various ways in which they and their parents dealt 
with them. 
My Mum and Dad are cracking the shits with me lately because I’ll 
come home and go straight up to my bedroom and get on the phone and 
chat on the phone and go to sleep. (male student, age 19) 
My Mum loves to know who I am on the phone to and what I am doing 
every second of the day. (female, age 19, employed full-time) 
My mother in particular has been very good at not prying into my 
life . . . . Shewill just wait for me to tell her. I think that’s an important 
aspect of privacy—that people wait for you to open up rather than 
pushing you to it. (female student, age 19) 
If control of emotional boundaries is a dimension of privacy, then one 
can see how defense of these boundaries can become a source of 
intrafamily contention. 
Whereas control of emotional boundaries implies control of the 
self, control of physical boundaries implies the possession of territory, 
the power to exclude other persons from that territory and freedom 
from surveillance (Somerville, 1992, p. 532). It is also associated with 
security of tenure (Neil & Fopp, 1992) and assumptions of rights of 
access to domestic spaces. However, domestic spaces are generally 
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dominated by parents, and as a consequence, young people’s bedrooms 
become sites of battles about privacy and control. 
[At my place] people are provided with ample privacy: their own time, 
their own bedrooms. Everyone is free to shut and lock the doors if they 
want, and quite often do. Bothmybrothers have locks on their doors . . . . 
That’s not to say that they go in there to lock people out. It’s more, I 
think, representative of being able to go somewhere and close the outside 
world away and just be on your own and know you have your privacy. 



(male student, age 21) 
I used to take the door handle off my bedroom [door] so no one could 
get in when Iwasn’t there. I’m a real stickler for privacy—butmyspace 
is my space and if anyone’s been in my room when I’m not home, the 
shit hits the fan. Last nightwas a good example. Dad had left the television 
on [in my room] so I knew he’d been in my bedroom. I said to him 
this morning, “That’s disgusting. You’ve got no right to come and invade 
my space like that.” I know it’s his house. But they’ve never said, 
“Well this is my house and I can do what Iwant, and you’re living in it.” 
I see my room as my room. Even though Dad might own the house, it’s 
my room. (female student, age 23, employed part-time) 
O’Brien (1995) has shown that children have less access to family 
resources than do adult family members, that is, less access to money, 
food, time, and of particular relevance to this study, floor space. 
O’Brien’s analysis shows how power and access to domestic spaces 
intersect. It also provides a way of understanding the significance of 
children’s and young people’s bedrooms as critical controlled territories 
in the parental house (Despres, 1991). If control of the physical 
environment is one critical feature of the notion of home, then for 
young people, home is in effect a definable and restricted physical 
space (the young person’s bedroom) within the larger house. 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
As the previous analysis has shown, for young adults who are 
coresident with parents variations, in the experience of home relate to 
power differentials within the household. The meaning of home is 
connected to perceived rights to make decisions about how the house- 
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hold might operate, the division of labor within its confines, and the 
tenor of relationships between its members. The meaning of home also 
intersects with young people’s sense of autonomy and self-definitions 
as adults or children. 
At present, little is known about the progression from the home of 
childhood to the house-home of the young adult. Further studies could 
seek to extend our understanding of how childhood understandings 
are transformed in late adolescence and young adulthood. 
Somerville (1992), in discussing the way the meaning of home is 
set in the complex context of residents’ social status and relationships, 
explores the differences between owner-occupiers and tenants. He 
writes, 
Owner-occupiers experience feelings of warmth and affection for their 
home which do not appear to be expressed by tenants. Furthermore, 
owner-occupiers have greater power than tenants to determine what 
happens to their home, and this difference in degree of privacy is one 
aspect of the status difference between owner-occupiers and tenants. 
(p. 534) 
Somerville goes on to say that in his view, matters such as the domestic 
division of labor, the control and management of domestic resources, 
and legal, emotional, and economic relations among residents are also 
very important for an understanding of the meaning of home. 
Young people’s expression of independence seems to be minimally 
contingent on the extent of financial contribution to the establishment 
and maintenance of the household. Even where board is paid, power 
still rests with parents. This parental power is not readily or willingly 



relinquished. The limits on young people’s control of domestic spaces 
and on their autonomy in their parents’ home places them in the role of 
“tenant.” Young people are expected to act as contributing adults. 
However, in many respects they continue to be treated as children. 
This leaves them with only one option: to move out. 
I realise how influential my parents and my home and family have been 
in my life. I think it’s a great thing to live at home. And for as long as 
you can get along at home and have everything as you like it, you may 
as well not so much take advantage, not at all, but enjoy it and use that 
to your advantage. This interview has made me realise that everything I 
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have at home is pretty good. I think you take that for granted a lot. But 
everything must come to an end and this chapter of my life is about to 
be closed. I need to move on. (female student, age 22, employed parttime) 
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Beyond ``identity''

ROGERS BRUBAKER and FREDERICKCOOPER
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`̀ The worst thing one can do with words,'' wrote George Orwell a half
a century ago, ``is to surrender to them.'' If language is to be `̀ an
instrument for expressing and not for concealing or preventing
thought,'' he continued, one must `̀ let the meaning choose the word,
and not the other way about.''1 The argument of this article is that
the social sciences and humanities have surrendered to the word
`̀ identity''; that this has both intellectual and political costs; and that
we can do better. `̀ Identity,'' we argue, tends to mean too much (when
understood in a strong sense), too little (when understood in a weak
sense), or nothing at all (because of its sheer ambiguity).We take stock
of the conceptual and theoretical work `̀ identity'' is supposed to do and
suggest that this work might be done better by other terms, less ambig-
uous, and unencumbered by the reifying connotations of `̀ identity.''

We argue that the prevailing constructivist stance on identity ^ the
attempt to ``soften'' the term, to acquit it of the charge of ``essentialism''
by stipulating that identities are constructed, £uid, and multiple ^
leaves us without a rationale for talking about ``identities'' at all and
ill-equipped to examine the `̀ hard'' dynamics and essentialist claims of
contemporary identity politics. `̀ Soft'' constructivism allows putative
`̀ identities'' to proliferate. But as they proliferate, the term loses its
analytical purchase. If identity is everywhere, it is nowhere. If it is
£uid, how can we understand the ways in which self-understandings
may harden, congeal, and crystallize? If it is constructed, how can we
understand the sometimes coercive force of external identi¢cations? If
it is multiple, how do we understand the terrible singularity that is
often striven for ^ and sometimes realized ^ by politicians seeking to
transform mere categories into unitary and exclusive groups? How can
we understand the power and pathos of identity politics?

Theory and Society 29: 1^47, 2000.
ß 2000 Kluwer Academic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands.



`̀ Identity'' is a key term in the vernacular idiom of contemporary
politics, and social analysis must take account of this fact. But this
does not require us to use ``identity'' as a category of analysis or to
conceptualize `̀ identities'' as something that all people have, seek, con-
struct, and negotiate. Conceptualizing all a¤nities and a¤liations, all
forms of belonging, all experiences of commonality, connectedness, and
cohesion, all self-understandings and self-identi¢cations in the idiom of
`̀ identity'' saddles us with a blunt, £at, undi¡erentiated vocabulary.

We do not aim here to contribute to the ongoing debate on identity
politics.2 We focus instead on identity as an analytical category. This
is not a ``merely semantic'' or terminological issue. The use and abuse
of ``identity,'' we suggest, a¡ects not only the language of social anal-
ysis but also ^ inseparably ^ its substance. Social analysis ^ including
the analysis of identity politics ^ requires relatively unambiguous ana-
lytical categories. Whatever its suggestiveness, whatever its indispens-
ability in certain practical contexts, `̀ identity'' is too ambiguous, too
torn between `̀ hard'' and ``soft'' meanings, essentialist connotations and
constructivist quali¢ers, to serve well the demands of social analysis.

The ``identity'' crisis in the social sciences

`̀ Identity'' and cognate terms in other languages have a long history as
technical terms in Western philosophy, from the ancient Greeks
through contemporary analytical philosophy. They have been used to
address the perennial philosophical problems of permanence amidst
manifest change, and of unity amidst manifest diversity.3 Widespread
vernacular and social-analytical use of ``identity'' and its cognates,
however, is of much more recent vintage and more localized prove-
nance.

The introduction of `̀ identity'' into social analysis and its initial di¡u-
sion in the social sciences and public discourse occurred in the United
States in the 1960s (with some anticipations in the second half of the
1950s).4 The most important and best-known trajectory involved the
appropriation and popularization of the work of Erik Erikson (who
was responsible, among other things, for coining the term `̀ identity
crisis'').5 But as Philip Gleason has shown,6 there were other paths
of di¡usion as well. The notion of identi¢cation was pried from its
original, speci¢cally psychoanalytic context (where the term had been
initially introduced by Freud) and linked to ethnicity on the one hand
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(through Gordon Allport's in£uential 1954 book The Nature of Preju-
dice) and to sociological role theory and reference group theory on the
other (through ¢gures such as Nelson Foote and Robert Merton).
Symbolic interactionist sociology, concerned from the outset with ``the
self,'' came increasingly to speak of `̀ identity,'' in part through the
in£uence of Anselm Strauss.7 More in£uential in popularizing the
notion of identity, however, were Erving Go¡man, working on the
periphery of the symbolic interactionist tradition, and Peter Berger,
working in social constructionist and phenomenological traditions.8

For a variety of reasons, the term identity proved highly resonant in the
1960s,9 di¡using quickly across disciplinary and national boundaries,
establishing itself in the journalistic as well as the academic lexicon,
and permeating the language of social and political practice as well
as that of social and political analysis. In the American context, the
prevalent individualist ethos and idiom gave a particular salience and
resonance to ``identity'' concerns, particularly in the contexts of the
1950s thematization of the `̀ mass society'' problem and the 1960s gen-
erational rebellions. And from the late 1960s on, with the rise of the
Black Power movement, and subsequently other ethnic movements
for which it served as a template, concerns with and assertions of
individual identity, already linked by Erikson to ``communal cul-
ture,''10 were readily, if facilely, transposed to the group level. The
proliferation of identitarian claim-making was facilitated by the com-
parative institutional weakness of leftist politics in the United States
and by the concomitant weakness of class-based idioms of social and
political analysis. As numerous analysts have observed, class can itself
be understood as an identity.11 Our point here is simply that the weak-
ness of class politics in the United States (vis-a© -vis Western Europe)
left the ¢eld particularly wide open for the profusion of identity claims.

Already in the mid-1970s,W. J.M. Mackenzie could characterize iden-
tity as a word ``driven out of its wits by over-use,'' and Robert Coles
could remark that the notions of identity and identity crisis had become
`̀ the purest of clichës.''2 But that was only the beginning. In the 1980s,
with the rise of race, class, and gender as the ``holy trinity'' of literary
criticism and cultural studies,13 the humanities joined the fray in full
force. And `̀ identity talk'' ^ inside and outside academia ^ continues
to proliferate today.14 The `̀ identity'' crisis ^ a crisis of overproduction
and consequent devaluation of meaning ^ shows no sign of abating.15
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Qualitative as well as quantitative indicators signal the centrality ^
indeed the inescapability ^ of `̀ identity'' as a topos. In recent years, two
new interdisciplinary journals devoted to the subject, complete with
star-studded editorial boards, have been launched.16 And quite apart
from the pervasive concern with `̀ identity'' in work on gender, sexuality,
race, religion, ethnicity, nationalism, immigration, new social move-
ments, culture, and ``identity politics,'' even those whose work has not
been concerned primarily with these topics have felt obliged to address
the question of identity. A selective listing of major social theorists and
social scientists whose main work lies outside the traditional ``home-
lands'' of identity theorizing yet who have nonetheless written explic-
itly on `̀ identity'' in recent years includes Zygmunt Bauman, Pierre
Bourdieu, Fernand Braudel, Craig Calhoun, S. N. Eisenstadt, Anthony
Giddens, Bernhard Giesen, Ju« rgen Habermas, David Laitin, Claude
Lëvi-Strauss, Paul Ricoeur, Amartya Sen, Margaret Somers, Charles
Taylor, Charles Tilly, and HarrisonWhite.17

Categories of practice and categories of analysis

Many key terms in the interpretative social sciences and history ^
`̀ race,'' ``nation,'' ``ethnicity,'' ``citizenship,'' `̀ democracy,'' ``class,''
`̀ community,'' and `̀ tradition,'' for example ^ are at once categories
of social and political practice and categories of social and political
analysis. By `̀ categories of practice,'' following Bourdieu, we mean
something akin to what others have called `̀ native'' or `̀ folk'' or ``lay''
categories. These are categories of everyday social experience, devel-
oped and deployed by ordinary social actors, as distinguished from
the experience-distant categories used by social analysts.18 We prefer
the expression ``category of practice'' to the alternatives, for while the
latter imply a relatively sharp distinction between ``native'' or `̀ folk'' or
`̀ lay'' categories on the one hand and `̀ scienti¢c'' categories on the
other, such concepts as `̀ race,'' `̀ ethnicity,'' or ``nation'' are marked by
close reciprocal connection and mutual in£uence among their practi-
cal and analytical uses.19

`̀ Identity,'' too, is both a category of practice and a category of analy-
sis. As a category of practice, it is used by `̀ lay'' actors in some (not
all!) everyday settings to make sense of themselves, of their activities,
of what they share with, and how they di¡er from, others. It is also
used by political entrepreneurs to persuade people to understand
themselves, their interests, and their predicaments in a certain way, to
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persuade certain people that they are (for certain purposes) `̀ identical''
with one another and at the same time di¡erent from others, and to
organize and justify collective action along certain lines.20 In these
ways the term `̀ identity'' is implicated both in everyday life and in
`̀ identity politics'' in its various forms.

Everyday `̀ identity talk'' and ``identity politics'' are real and important
phenomena. But the contemporary salience of ``identity'' as a category
of practice does not require its use as a category of analysis. Consider
an analogy. `̀ Nation'' is a widely used category of social and political
practice. Appeals and claims made in the name of putative `̀ nations''
^ for example, claims to self-determination ^ have been central to
politics for a hundred-and-¢fty years. But one does not have to use
`̀ nation'' as an analytical category to understand and analyze such
appeals and claims. One does not have to take a category inherent in
the practice of nationalism ^ the realist, reifying conception of nations
as real communities ^ and make this category central to the theory of
nationalism.21Nor does one have to use `̀ race'' as a category of analysis
^ which risks taking for granted that `̀ race'' exists ^ to understand and
analyze social and political practices oriented to the presumed exis-
tence of putative `̀ races.''22 Just as one can analyze ``nation-talk'' and
nationalist politics without positing the existence of `̀ nations,'' or
`̀ race-talk'' and `̀ race''-oriented politics without positing the existence
of `̀ races,'' so one can analyze ``identity-talk'' and identity politics
without, as analysts, positing the existence of ``identities.''

Rei¢cation is a social process, not only an intellectual practice. As
such, it is central to the politics of `̀ ethnicity,'' `̀ race,'' ``nation,'' and
other putative `̀ identities.''Analysts of this kind of politics should seek
to account for this process of rei¢cation.We should seek to explain the
processes and mechanisms through which what has been called the
`̀ political ¢ction'' of the `̀ nation'' ^ or of the ``ethnic group,'' `̀ race,'' or
other putative `̀ identity'' ^ can crystallize, at certain moments, as a
powerful, compelling reality.23 But we should avoid unintentionally
reproducing or reinforcing such rei¢cation by uncritically adopting
categories of practice as categories of analysis.

The mere use of a term as a category of practice, to be sure, does not
disqualify it as a category of analysis.24 If it did, the vocabulary of
social analysis would be a great deal poorer, and more arti¢cial, than it
is.What is problematic is not that a particular term is used, but how it
is used. The problem, as Lo|« c Wacquant has argued with respect to
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`̀ race,'' lies in the `̀ uncontrolled con£ation of social and sociological . . .
[or] folk and analytic understandings.''25 The problem is that `̀ nation,''
`̀ race,'' and `̀ identity'' are used analytically a good deal of the time
more or less as they are used in practice, in an implicitly or explicitly
reifying manner, in a manner that implies or asserts that ``nations,''
`̀ races,'' and `̀ identities'' `̀ exist'' and that people ``have'' a ``nationality,''
a `̀ race,'' an `̀ identity.''

It may be objected that this overlooks recent e¡orts to avoid reifying
`̀ identity'' by theorizing identities as multiple, fragmented, and £uid.26

`̀ Essentialism'' has indeed been vigorously criticized, and constructi-
vist gestures now accompany most discussions of `̀ identity.''27 Yet we
often ¢nd an uneasy amalgam of constructivist language and essentialist
argumentation.28 This is not a matter of intellectual sloppiness. Rather,
it re£ects the dual orientation of many academic identitarians as both
analysts and protagonists of identity politics. It re£ects the tension
between the constructivist language that is required by academic cor-
rectness and the foundationalist or essentialist message that is required
if appeals to `̀ identity'' are to be e¡ective in practice.29 Nor is the
solution to be found in a more consistent constructivism: for it is not
clear why what is routinely characterized as multiple, fragmented, and
£uid should be conceptualized as `̀ identity'' at all.

The uses of ``identity''

What do scholars mean when they talk about ``identity?''30 What
conceptual and explanatory work is the term supposed to do? This
depends on the context of its use and the theoretical tradition from
which the use in question derives. The term is richly ^ indeed for an
analytical concept, hopelessly ^ ambiguous. But one can identify a few
key uses:

1. Understood as a ground or basis of social or political action, `̀ iden-
tity'' is often opposed to `̀ interest'' in an e¡ort to highlight and
conceptualize non-instrumental modes of social and political ac-
tion.31 With a slightly di¡erent analytical emphasis, it is used to
underscore the manner in which action ^ individual or collective ^
may be governed by particularistic self-understandings rather than
by putatively universal self-interest.32 This is probably the most
general use of the term; it is frequently found in combination with
other uses. It involves three related but distinct contrasts in ways of
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conceptualizing and explaining action. The ¢rst is between self-
understanding and (narrowly understood) self-interest.33 The second
is between particularity and (putative) universality. The third is
between two ways of construing social location. Many (though not
all) strands of identitarian theorizing see social and political action
as powerfully shaped by position in social space.34 In this they agree
with many (though not all) strands of universalist, instrumentalist
theorizing. But `̀ social location'' means something quite di¡erent
in the two cases. For identitarian theorizing, it means position in
a multidimensional space de¢ned by particularistic categorical at-
tributes (race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation). For instrumen-
talist theorizing, it means position in a universalistically conceived
social structure (for example, position in the market, the occupa-
tional structure, or the mode of production).35

2. Understood as a speci¢cally collective phenomenon, ``identity'' de-
notes a fundamental and consequential sameness among members
of a group or category. This may be understood objectively (as a
sameness `̀ in itself'') or subjectively (as an experienced, felt, or
perceived sameness). This sameness is expected to manifest itself in
solidarity, in shared dispositions or consciousness, or in collective
action. This usage is found especially in the literature on social
movements;36 on gender;37 and on race, ethnicity, and national-
ism.38 In this usage, the line between `̀ identity'' as a category of
analysis and as a category of practice is often blurred.

3. Understood as a core aspect of (individual or collective) `̀ selfhood''
or as a fundamental condition of social being, ``identity'' is invoked
to point to something allegedly deep, basic, abiding, or foundational.
This is distinguished from more super¢cial, accidental, £eeting, or
contingent aspects or attributes of the self, and is understood as
something to be valued, cultivated, supported, recognized, and pre-
served.39 This usage is characteristic of certain strands of the psy-
chological (or psychologizing) literature, especially as in£uenced by
Erikson,40 though it also appears in the literature on race, ethnicity,
and nationalism. Here too the practical and analytical uses of
`̀ identity'' are frequently con£ated.

4. Understood as a product of social or political action, `̀ identity'' is
invoked to highlight the processual, interactive development of the
kind of collective self-understanding, solidarity, or ``groupness'' that
can make collective action possible. In this usage, found in certain
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strands of the `̀ new social movement'' literature, `̀ identity'' is under-
stood both as a contingent product of social or political action and
as a ground or basis of further action.41

5. Understood as the evanescent product of multiple and competing
discourses, ``identity'' is invoked to highlight the unstable, multiple,
£uctuating, and fragmented nature of the contemporary `̀ self.'' This
usage is found especially in the literature in£uenced by Foucault,
post-structuralism, and post-modernism.42 In somewhat di¡erent
form, without the post-structuralist trappings, it is also found in
certain strands of the literature on ethnicity ^ notably in `̀ situa-
tionalist'' or `̀ contextualist'' accounts of ethnicity.43

Clearly, the term ``identity'' is made to do a great deal of work. It is
used to highlight non-instrumental modes of action; to focus on self-
understanding rather than self-interest; to designate sameness across
persons or sameness over time; to capture allegedly core, foundational
aspects of selfhood; to deny that such core, foundational aspects exist;
to highlight the processual, interactive development of solidarity and
collective self-understanding; and to stress the fragmented quality of
the contemporary experience of `̀ self,'' a self unstably patched together
through shards of discourse and contingently ``activated'' in di¡ering
contexts.

These usages are not simply heterogeneous; they point in sharply
di¡ering directions. To be sure, there are a¤nities between certain of
them, notably between the second and third, and between the fourth
and ¢fth. And the ¢rst usage is general enough to be compatible with
all of the others. But there are strong tensions as well. The second and
third uses both highlight fundamental sameness ^ sameness across
persons and sameness over time ^ while the fourth and ¢fth uses both
reject notions of fundamental or abiding sameness.

`̀ Identity,'' then, bears a multivalent, even contradictory theoretical
burden. Do we really need this heavily burdened, deeply ambiguous
term? The overwhelming weight of scholarly opinion suggests that we
do.44 Even the most sophisticated theorists, while readily acknowl-
edging the elusive and problematic nature of ``identity,'' have argued
that it remains indispensable. Critical discussion of `̀ identity'' has thus
sought not to jettison but to save the term by reformulating it so as to
make it immune from cetain objections, especially from the dreaded
charge of `̀ essentialism.'' Thus Stuart Hall characterizes identity as ``an
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idea which cannot be thought in the old way, but without which certain
key questions cannot be thought at all.''45 What these key questions
are, and why they cannot be addressed without ``identity,'' remain
obscure in Hall's sophisticated but opaque discussion.46 Hall's comment
echoes an earlier formulation of Claude Lëvi-Strauss, characterizing
identity is `̀ a sort of virtual center (foyer virtuel) to which we must refer
to explain certain things, but without it ever having a real existence.''47

Lawrence Grossberg, concerned by the narrowing preoccupation of
cultural studies with the `̀ theory and politics of identity,'' nonetheless
repeatedly assures the reader that he does `̀ not mean to reject the
concept of identity or its political importance in certain struggles'' and
that his `̀ project is not to escape the discourse of identity but to
relocate it, to rearticulate it.''48 Alberto Melucci, a leading exponent
of identity-oriented analyses of social movements, acknowledges that
`̀ the word identity . . . is semantically inseparable from the idea of
permanence and is perhaps, for this very reason, ill-suited to the
processual analysis for which I am arguing.''49 Ill-suited or not, `̀ iden-
tity'' continues to ¢nd a central place in Melucci's writing.

We are not persuaded that ``identity'' is indispensable.We sketch below
some alternative analytical idioms that can do the necessary work
without the attendant confusion. Su¤ce it to say for the moment that
if one wants to argue that particularistic self-understandings shape
social and political action in a non-instrumental manner, one can
simply say so. If one wants to trace the process through which persons
sharing some categorical attribute come to share de¢nitions of their
predicament, understandings of their interest, and a readiness to under-
take collective action, it is best to do so in a manner that highlights the
contingent and variable relationship between mere categories and
bounded, solidary groups. If one wants to examine the meanings and
signi¢cance people give to constructs such as `̀ race,'' ``ethnicity,'' and
`̀ nationality,'' one already has to thread through conceptual thickets,
and it is not clear what one gains by aggregating them under the £at-
tening rubric of identity. And if one wants to convey the late modern
sense of a self being constructed and continuously reconstructed out of
a variety of competing discourses ^ and remaining fragile, £uctuating,
and fragmented ^ it is not obvious why the word identity captures the
meaning being conveyed.
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``Strong'' and ``weak'' understandings of ``identity''

We suggested at the outset that `̀ identity'' tends to mean either too
much or too little. This point can now be elaborated. Our inventory
of the uses of `̀ identity'' has revealed not only great heterogeneity but
a strong antithesis between positions that highlight fundamental or
abiding sameness and stances that expressly reject notions of basic
sameness. The former can be called strong or hard conceptions of
identity, the latter weak or soft conceptions.

Strong conceptions of `̀ identity'' preserve the common-sense meaning
of the term ^ the emphasis on sameness over time or across persons.
And they accord well with the way the term is used in most forms of
identity politics. But precisely because they adopt for analytical pur-
poses a category of everyday experience and political practice, they
entail a series of deeply problematic assumptions:

1. Identity is something all people have, or ought to have, or are
searching for.

2. Identity is something all groups (at least groups of a certain kind ^
e.g., ethnic, racial, or national) have, or ought to have.

3. Identity is something people (and groups) can have without being
aware of it. In this perspective, identity is something to be discovered,
and something about which one can be mistaken. The strong con-
ception of identity thus replicates the Marxian epistemology of class.

4. Strong notions of collective identity imply strong notions of group
boundedness and homogeneity. They imply high degrees of group-
ness, an ``identity'' or sameness among group members, a sharp
distinctiveness from nonmembers, a clear boundary between inside
and outside.50

Given the powerful challenges from many quarters to substantialist
understandings of groups and essentialist understandings of identity,
one might think we have sketched a ``straw man'' here. Yet in fact
strong conceptions of ``identity'' continue to inform important strands
of the literature on gender, race, ethnicity, and nationalism.51

Weak understandings of `̀ identity,'' by contrast, break consciously
with the everyday meaning of the term. It is such weak or ``soft''
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conceptions that have been heavily favored in theoretical discussions
of ``identity'' in recent years, as theorists have become increasingly
aware of and uncomfortable with the strong or `̀ hard'' implications of
everyday meanings of `̀ identity.'' Yet this new theoretical ``common
sense'' has problems of its own.We sketch three of these.

The ¢rst is what we call `̀ clichëd constructivism.'' Weak or soft con-
ceptions of identity are routinely packaged with standard quali¢ers
indicating that identity is multiple, unstable, in £ux, contingent, frag-
mented, constructed, negotiated, and so on. These quali¢ers have
become so familiar ^ indeed obligatory ^ in recent years that one
reads (and writes) them virtually automatically. They risk becoming
mere place-holders, gestures signaling a stance rather than words con-
veying a meaning.

Second, it is not clear why weak conceptions of `̀ identity'' are concep-
tions of identity. The everyday sense of ``identity'' strongly suggests at
least some self-sameness over time, some persistence, something that
remains identical, the same, while other things are changing. What is
the point in using the term ``identity'' if this core meaning is expressly
repudiated?

Third, and most important, weak conceptions of identity may be too
weak to do useful theoretical work. In their concern to cleanse the
term of its theoretically disreputable `̀ hard'' connotations, in their
insistence that identities are multiple, malleable, £uid, and so on, soft
identitarians leave us with a term so in¢nitely elastic as to be incapable
of performing serious analytical work.

We are not claiming that the strong and weak versions sketched here
jointly exhaust the possible meanings and uses of `̀ identity.'' Nor are
we claiming that sophisticated constructivist theorists have not done
interesting and important work using `̀ soft'' understandings of iden-
tity. We argue, however, that what is interesting and important in this
work often does not depend on the use of `̀ identity'' as an analytical
category. Consider three examples.

Margaret Somers, criticizing scholarly discussions of identity for focus-
ing on categorical commonality rather than on historically variable
relational embeddedness, proposes to ``recon¢gur[e] the study of iden-
tity formation through the concept of narrative,'' to ``incorporate into
the core conception of identity the categorically destabilizing dimen-
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sions of time, space, and relationality.'' Somers makes a compelling
case for the importance of narrative to social life and social analysis,
and argues persuasively for situating social narratives in historically
speci¢c relational settings. She focuses on the ontological dimension of
narratives, on the way in which narratives not only represent but, in an
important sense, constitute social actors and the social world in which
they act.What remains unclear from her account is why ^ and in what
sense ^ it is identities that are constituted through narratives and
formed in particular relational settings. Social life is indeed pervasively
`̀ storied''; but it is not clear why this ``storiedness'' should be axiomati-
cally linked to identity. People everywhere and always tell stories about
themselves and others, and locate themselves within culturally avail-
able repertoires of stories. But in what sense does it follow that such
`̀ narrative location endows social actors with identities ^ however
multiple, ambiguous, ephemeral, or con£icting they may be?'' What
does this soft, £exible notion of identity add to the argument about
narrativity? The major analytical work in Somers's article is done by
the concept of narrativity, supplemented by that of relational setting;
the work done by the concept of identity is much less clear.52

Introducing a collection on Citizenship, Identity, and Social History,
Charles Tilly characterizes identity as a `̀ blurred but indispensable''
concept and de¢nes it as `̀ an actor's experience of a category, tie, role,
network, group or organization, coupled with a public representation
of that experience; the public representation often takes the form of a
shared story, a narrative.'' But what is the relationship between this
encompassing, open-ended de¢nition and the work Tilly wants the
concept to do? What is gained, analytically, by labeling any experience
and public representaion of any tie, role, network, etc. as an identity?
When it comes to examples, Tilly rounds up the usual suspects: race,
gender, class, job, religious a¤liation, national origin. But it is not
clear what analytical leverage on these phenomena can be provided by
the exceptionally capacious, £exible concept of identity he proposes.
Highlighting ``identity'' in the title of the volume signals an openness
to the cultural turn in the social history and historical sociology of
citizenship; beyond this, it is not clear what work the concept does.
Justly well-known for fashioning sharply focused, ``hard-working'' con-
cepts, Tilly here faces the di¤culty that confronts most social scientists
writing about identity today: that of devising a concept `̀ soft'' and
£exible enough to satisfy the requirements of relational, constructivist
social theory, yet robust enough to have purchase on the phenomena
that cry out for explanation, some of which are quite `̀ hard.''53
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Craig Calhoun uses the Chinese student movement of 1989 as a vehicle
for a subtle and illuminating discussion of the concepts of identity,
interest, and collective action. Calhoun explains students' readiness to
`̀ knowingly risk death'' in Tiananmen Square on the night of June 3,
1989 in terms of an honor-bound identity or sense of self, forged in the
course of the movement itself, to which students became increasingly
and, in the end, irrevocably committed. His account of the shifts in the
students' lived sense of self during the weeks of their protest ^ as they
were drawn, in and through the dynamics of their struggle, from an
originally ``positional,'' class-based self-understanding as students and
intellectuals to a broader, emotionally charged identi¢cation with na-
tional and even universal ideals ^ is a compelling one. Here too, how-
ever, the crucial analytical work appears to be done by a concept other
than identity ^ in this case, that of honor. Honor, Calhoun observes, is
`̀ imperative in a way interests are not.'' But it is also imperative in a
way identity, in the weak sense, is not. Calhoun subsumes honor under
the rubric of identity, and presents his argument as a general one about
the ``constitution and transformation of identity.'' Yet his fundamental
argument in this article, it would seem, is not about identity in general,
but about the way in which a compelling sense of honor can, in extra-
ordinary circumstances, lead people to undertake extraordinary actions,
lest their core sense of self be radically undermined.54

Identity in this exceptionally strong sense ^ as a sense of self that can
imperatively require interest-threatening or even life-threatening action
^ has little to do with identity in the weak or soft sense. Calhoun
himself underscores the incommensurability between ``ordinary identity
^ self-conceptions, the way people reconcile interests in everyday life''
and the imperative, honor-driven sense of self that can enable or even
require people to be `̀ brave to the point of apparent foolishness.''55

Calhoun provides a powerful characterization of the latter; but it is
not clear what analytical work is done by the former, more general
conception of identity.

In his edited volume on Social Theory and the Politics of Identity,
Calhoun works with this more general understanding of identity.
`̀ Concerns with individual and collective identity,'' he observes, ``are
ubiquitous.'' It is certainly true that `̀ [we] know of no people without
names, no languages or cultures in which some manner of distinctions
between self and other, we and they are not made.''56 But it is not clear
why this implies the ubiquity of identity, unless we dilute ``identity'' to
the point of designating all practices involving naming and self-other
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distinctions. Calhoun ^ like Somers and Tilly ^ goes on to make
illuminating arguments on a range of issues concerning claims of
commonality and di¡erence in contemporary social movements. Yet
while such claims are indeed often framed today in an idiom of `̀ iden-
tity,'' it is not clear that adopting that idiom for analytical purposes is
necessary or even helpful.

In other words

What alternative terms might stand in for `̀ identity,'' doing the theo-
retical work `̀ identity'' is supposed to do without its confusing, con-
tradictory connotations? Given the great range and heterogeneity of
the work done by ``identity,'' it would be fruitless to look for a single
substitute, for such a term would be as overburdened as `̀ identity''
itself. Our strategy has been rather to unbundle the thick tangle of
meanings that have accumulated around the term `̀ identity,'' and to
parcel out the work to a number of less congested terms. We sketch
three clusters of terms here.

Identi¢cation and categorization

As a processual, active term, derived from a verb, ``identi¢cation'' lacks
the reifying connotations of `̀ identity.''57 It invites us to specify the
agents that do the identifying. And it does not presuppose that such
identifying (even by powerful agents, such as the state) will necessarily
result in the internal sameness, the distinctiveness, the bounded group-
ness that political entrepreneurs may seek to achieve. Identi¢cation ^
of oneself and of others ^ is intrinsic to social life; `̀ identity'' in the
strong sense is not.

One may be called upon to identify oneself ^ to characterize oneself, to
locate oneself vis-a© -vis known others, to situate oneself in a narrative,
to place oneself in a category ^ in any number of di¡erent contexts.
In modern settings, which multiply interactions with others not per-
sonally known, such occasions for identi¢cation are particularly abun-
dant. They include innumerable situations of everyday life as well as
more formal and o¤cial contexts. How one identi¢es oneself ^ and
how one is identi¢ed by others ^ may vary greatly from context to
context; self- and other-identi¢cation are fundamentally situational
and contextual.
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One key distinction is between relational and categorical modes of
identi¢cation. One may identify oneself (or another person) by posi-
tion in a relational web (a web of kinship, for example, or of friendship,
patron-client ties, or teacher-student relations). On the other hand, one
may identify oneself (or another person) by membership in a class of
persons sharing some categorical attribute (such as race, ethnicity,
language, nationality, citizenship, gender, sexual orientation, etc.).
Craig Calhoun has argued that, while relational modes of identi¢ca-
tion remain important in many contexts even today, categorical identi-
¢cation has assumed ever greater importance in modern settings.58

Another basic distinction is between self-identi¢cation and the identi¢-
cation and categorization of oneself by others.59 Self-identi¢cation takes
place in dialectical interplay with external identi¢cation, and the two
need not converge.60 External identi¢cation is itself a varied process. In
the ordinary ebb and £ow of social life, people identify and categorize
others, just as they identify and categorize themselves. But there is
another key type of external identi¢cation that has no counterpart in the
domain of self-identi¢cation: the formalized, codi¢ed, objecti¢ed sys-
tems of categorization developed by powerful, authoritative institutions.

The modern state has been one of the most important agents of
identi¢cation and categorization in this latter sense. In culturalist
extensions of the Weberian sociology of the state, notably those
in£uenced by Bourdieu and Foucault, the state monopolizes, or seeks
to monopolize, not only legitimate physical force but also legitimate
symbolic force, as Bourdieu puts it. This includes the power to name,
to identify, to categorize, to state what is what and who is who. There is
a burgeoning sociological and historical literature on such subjects.
Some scholars have looked at `̀ identi¢cation'' quite literally: as the
attachment of de¢nitive markers to an individual via passport, ¢nger-
print, photograph, and signature, and the amassing of such identifying
documents in state repositories.When, why, and with what limitations
such systems have been developed turns out to be no simple problem.61

Other scholars emphasize the modern state's e¡orts to inscribe its
subjects onto a classi¢catory grid: to identify and categorize people in
relation to gender, religion, property-ownership, ethnicity, literacy,
criminality, or sanity. Censuses apportion people across these catego-
ries, and institutions ^ from schools to prisons ^ sort out individuals in
relation to them. To Foucauldians in particular, these individualizing
and aggregating modes of identi¢cation and classi¢cation are at the
core of what de¢nes ``governmentality'' in a modern state.62
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The state is thus a powerful `̀ identi¢er,'' not because it can create
`̀ identities'' in the strong sense ^ in general, it cannot ^ but because it
has the material and symbolic resources to impose the categories,
classi¢catory schemes, and modes of social counting and accounting
with which bureaucrats, judges, teachers, and doctors must work and
to which non-state actors must refer.63 But the state is not the only
`̀ identi¢er'' that matters. As Charles Tilly has shown, categorization
does crucial `̀ organizational work'' in all kinds of social settings, in-
cluding families, ¢rms, schools, social movements, and bureaucracies
of all kinds.64 Even the most powerful state does not monopolize the
production and di¡usion of identi¢cations and categories; and those
that it does produce may be contested. The literature on social move-
ments ^ `̀ old'' as well as ``new'' ^ is rich in evidence on how movement
leaders challenge o¤cial identi¢cations and propose alternative ones.65

It highlights leaders' e¡orts to get members of putative constituencies
to identify themselves in a certain way, to see themselves ^ for a certain
range of purposes ^ as ``identical'' with one another, to identify emo-
tionally as well as cognitively with one another.66

The social movement literature has valuably emphasized the interactive,
discursively mediated processes through which collective solidarities
and self-understandings develop. Our reservations concern the move
from discussing the work of identi¢cation ^ the e¡orts to build a collec-
tive self-understanding ^ to positing `̀ identity'' as their necessary result.
By considering authoritative, institutionalized modes of identi¢cation
together with alternative modes involved in the practices of everyday life
and the projects of social movements, one can emphasize the hard work
and long struggles over identi¢cation as well as the uncertain outcomes
of such struggles. However, if the outcome is always presumed to be an
`̀ identity'' ^ however provisional, fragmented, multiple, contested, and
£uid ^ one loses the capacity to make key distinctions.

`̀ Identi¢cation,'' we noted above, invites speci¢cation of the agents
that do the identifying. Yet identi¢cation does not require a speci¢able
`̀ identi¢er''; it can be pervasive and in£uential without being accom-
plished by discrete, speci¢ed persons or institutions. Identi¢cation can
be carried more or less anonymously by discourses or public narra-
tives.67 Although close analysis of such discourses or narratives might
well focus on their instantiations in particular discursive or narrative
utterances, their force may depend not on any particular instantiation
but on their anonymous, unnoticed permeation of our ways of think-
ing and talking and making sense of the social world.
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There is one further meaning of `̀ identi¢cation,'' brie£y alluded to
above, that is largely independent of the cognitive, characterizing,
classi¢catory meanings discussed so far. This is the psychodynamic
meaning, derived originally from Freud.68 While the classi¢catory
meanings involve identifying oneself (or someone else) as someone
who ¢ts a certain description or belongs to a certain category, the
psychodynamic meaning involves identifying oneself emotionally with
another person, category, or collectivity. Here again, `̀ identi¢cation''
calls attention to complex (and often ambivalent) processes, while the
term ``identity,'' designating a condition rather than a process, implies
too easy a ¢t between the individual and the social.

Self-understanding and social location

`̀ Identi¢cation'' and ``categorization'' are active, processual terms, de-
rived from verbs, and calling to mind particular acts of identi¢cation
and categorization performed by particular identi¢ers and categorizers.
But we need other kinds of terms as well to do the varied work done by
`̀ identity.'' Recall that one key use of `̀ identity'' is to conceptualize and
explain action in a non-instrumental, non-mechanial manner. In this
sense, the term suggests ways in which individual and collective action
can be governed by particularistic understandings of self and social
location rather than by putatively universal, structurally determined
interests. `̀ Self-understanding'' is therefore the second term we would
propose as an alternative to `̀ identity.'' It is a dispositional term that
designates what might be called `̀ situated subjectivity'': one's sense of
who one is, of one's social location, and of how (given the ¢rst two) one
is prepared to act. As a dispositional term, it belongs to the realm of
what Pierre Bourdieu has called sens pratique, the practical sense ^ at
once cognitive and emotional ^ that persons have of themselves and
their social world.69

The term ``self-understanding,'' it is important to emphasize, does not
imply a distinctively modern orWestern understanding of the ``self'' as
a homogeneous, bounded, unitary entity. A sense of who one is can
take many forms. The social processes through which persons under-
stand and locate themselves may in some instances involve the psycho-
analyst's couch and in others participation in spirit-possession cults.70

In some settings, people may understand and experience themselves in
terms of a grid of intersecting categories; in others, in terms of a web of
connections of di¡erential proximity and intensity. Hence the impor-
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tance of seeing self-understanding and social locatedness in relation to
each other, and of emphasizing that both the bounded self and the
bounded group are culturally speci¢c rather than universal forms.

Like the term `̀ identi¢cation,'' `̀ self-understanding'' lacks the reifying
connotations of ``identity.'' Yet it is not restricted to situations of £ux
and instability. Self-understandings may be variable across time and
across persons, but they may be stable. Semantically, `̀ identity'' implies
sameness across time or persons; hence the awkwardness of continuing
to speak of ``identity'' while repudiating the implication of sameness.
`̀ Self-understanding,'' by contrast, has no privileged semantic connec-
tion with sameness or di¡erence.

Two closely related terms are `̀ self-representation'' and `̀ self-identi¢ca-
tion.'' Having discussed ``identi¢cation'' above, we simply observe here
that, while the distinction is not sharp, `̀ self-understandings'' may be
tacit; even when they are formed, as they ordinarily are, in and through
prevailing discourses, they may exist, and inform action, without
themselves being discursively articulated. ``Self-representation'' and
`̀ self-identi¢cation,'' on the other hand, suggest at least some degree of
explicit discursive articulation.

`̀ Self-understanding'' cannot, of course, do all the work done by `̀ iden-
tity.'' We note here three limitations of the term. First, it is a subjective,
auto-referential term. As such, it designates one's own understanding
of who one is. It cannot capture others' understandings, even though
external categorizations, identi¢cations, and representations may be
decisive in determining how one is regarded and treated by others,
indeed in shaping one's own understanding of oneself. At the limit,
self-understandings may be overridden by overwhelmingly coercive
external categorizations.71

Second, `̀ self-understanding'' would seem to privilege cognitive aware-
ness. As a result, it would seem not to capture ^ or at least not to
highlight ^ the a¡ective or cathectic processes suggested by some uses
of ``identity.'' Yet self-understanding is never purely cognitive; it is
always a¡ectively tinged or charged, and the term can certainly accom-
modate this a¡ective dimension. However, it is true that the emotional
dynamics are better captured by the term `̀ identi¢cation'' (in its psycho-
dynamic meaning).
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Finally, as a term that emphasizes situated subjectivity, `̀ self-under-
standing'' does not capture the objectivity claimed by strong under-
standings of identity. Strong, objectivist conceptions of identity permit
one to distinguish `̀ true'' identity (characterized as deep, abiding, and
objective) from `̀ mere'' self-understanding (super¢cial, £uctuating,
and subjective). If identity is something to be discovered, and some-
thing about which one can be mistaken, then one's momentary self-
understanding may not correspond to one's abiding, underlying iden-
tity. However analytically problematic these notions of depth, constancy,
and objectivity may be, they do at least provide a reason for using the
language of identity rather than that of self-understanding.

Weak conceptions of identity provide no such reason. It is clear from
the constructivist literature why weak understandings of identity are
weak; but it is not clear why they are conceptions of identity. In this
literature, it is the various soft predicates of identity ^ constructedness,
contingency, instability, multiplicity, £uidity ^ that are emphasized and
elaborated, while what they are predicated of ^ identity itself ^ is taken
for granted and seldom explicated. When identity itself is elucidated,
it is often represented as something ^ a sense of who one is,72 a self-
conception73 ^ that can be captured in a straightforward way by `̀ self-
understanding.'' This term lacks the allure, the buzz, the theoretical
pretensions of `̀ identity,'' but this should count as an asset, not a
liability.

Commonality, connectedness, groupness

One particular form of a¡ectively charged self-understanding that is
often designated by `̀ identity'' ^ especially in discussions of race,
religion, ethnicity, nationalism, gender, sexuality, social movements,
and other phenomena conceptualized as involving collective identities
^ deserves separate mention here. This is the emotionally laden sense
of belonging to a distinctive, bounded group, involving both a felt
solidarity or oneness with fellow group members and a felt di¡erence
from or even antipathy to speci¢ed outsiders.

The problem is that `̀ identity'' is used to designate both such strongly
groupist, exclusive, a¡ectively charged self-understandings and much
looser, more open self-understandings, involving some sense of a¤n-
ity or a¤liation, commonality or connectedness to particular others,
but lacking a sense of overriding oneness vis-a© -vis some constitutive
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`̀ other.''74 Both the tightly groupist and the more loosely a¤liative
forms of self-understanding ^ as well as the transitional forms between
these polar types ^ are important, but they shape personal experience
and condition social and political action in sharply di¡ering ways.

Rather than stirring all self-understandings based on race, religion,
ethnicity, and so on into the great conceptual melting pot of `̀ identity,''
we would do better to use a more di¡erentiated analytical language.
Terms such as commonality, connectedness, and groupness could be
usefully employed here in place of the all-purpose `̀ identity.'' This is the
third cluster of terms we propose. `̀ Commonality'' denotes the sharing
of some common attribute, ``connectedness'' the relational ties that
link people. Neither commonality nor connectedness alone engenders
`̀ groupness'' ^ the sense of belonging to a distinctive, bounded, solidary
group. But commonality and connectedness together may indeed do
so. This was the argument Charles Tilly put forward some time ago,
building on Harrison White's idea of the ``catnet,'' a set of persons
comprising both a category, sharing some common attribute, and a
network.75 Tilly's suggestion that groupness is a joint product of the
`̀ catness'' and ``netness'' ^ categorical commonality and relational con-
nectedness ^ is suggestive. But we would propose two emendations.

First, categorical commonality and relational connectedness need to
be supplemented by a third element, what MaxWeber called a Zusam-
mengeho« rigkeitsgefu« hl, a feeling of belonging together. Such a feeling
may indeed depend in part on the degrees and forms of commonality
and connectedness, but it will also depend on other factors such as
particular events, their encoding in compelling public narratives, pre-
vailing discursive frames, and so on. Second, relational connectedness,
or what Tilly calls `̀ netness,'' while crucial in facilitating the sort of
collective action Tilly was interested in, is not always necessary for
`̀ groupness.''A strongly bounded sense of groupness may rest on cate-
gorical commonality and an associated feeling of belonging together
with minimal or no relational connectedness. This is typically the case
for large-scale collectivities such as ``nations'': when a di¡use self-
understanding as a member of a particular nation crystallizes into a
strongly bounded sense of groupness, this is likely to depend not on
relational connectedness, but rather on a powerfully imagined and
strongly felt commonality.76

The point is not, as some partisans of network theory have suggested,
to turn from commonality to connectedness, from categories to net-
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works, from shared attributes to social relations.77 Nor is it to celebrate
£uidity and hybridity over belonging and solidarity. The point in sug-
gesting this last set of terms is rather to develop an analytical idiom
sensitive to the multiple forms and degrees of commonality and con-
nectedness, and to the widely varying ways in which actors (and the
cultural idioms, public narratives, and prevailing discourses on which
they draw) attribute meaning and signi¢cance to them. This will enable
us to distinguish instances of strongly binding, vehemently felt groupness
from more loosely structured, weakly constraining forms of a¤nity
and a¤liation.

Three cases: ``Identity'' and its alternatives in context

Having surveyed the work done by `̀ identity,'' indicated some limita-
tions and liabilities of the term, and suggested a range of alternatives,
we seek now to illustrate our argument ^ both the critical claims about
`̀ identity'' and the constructive suggestions regarding alternative idioms
^ through a consideration of three cases. In each case, we suggest, the
identitarian focus on bounded groupness limits the sociological ^ and
the political ^ imagination, while alternative analytical idioms can
help open up both.

A case from Africanist anthropology: `̀ The'' Nuer

African studies has su¡ered from its version of identitarian thinking,
most extremely in journalistic accounts that see Africans' `̀ tribal iden-
tity'' as the main cause of violence and of the failure of the nation-state.
Academic Africanists have been troubled by this reductive vision of
Africa since at least the 1970s and attracted to a version of constructi-
vism, well before such an approach had a name.78 The argument that
ethnic groups are not primordial but the products of history ^ including
the reifying of cultural di¡erence through imposed colonial identi¢ca-
tions ^ became a staple of African studies. Even so, scholars tended to
emphasize boundary-formation rather than boundary crossing, the
constitution of groups rather than the development of networks.79 In
this context, it is worth going back to a classic of African ethnology:
E. E. Evans-Pritchard's bookThe Nuer.80

Based on research in Northeast Africa in the 1930s,The Nuer describes
a distinctively relational mode of identi¢cation, self-understanding,
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and social location, one that construes the social world in terms of the
degree and quality of connection among people rather than in terms of
categories, groups, or boundaries. Social location is de¢ned in the ¢rst
instance in terms of lineage, consisting of the descendants of one
ancestor reckoned through a socially conventional line: patrilineal,
via males in the case of Nuer, via females or more rarely via double
descent systems in other parts of Africa. Children belong to the lineage
of their fathers, and while relationships with the mother's kin are not
ignored, they are not part of the descent system. A segmentary lineage
can be diagrammed as in Figure 1.

Everybody in this diagram is related to everybody else, but in di¡erent
ways and to di¡erent degrees. One might be tempted to say that the
people marked in circle A constitute a group, with an `̀ identity'' of A,
as distinct from those in circle B, with an `̀ identity'' of B. The trouble
with such an interpretation is that the very move that distinguishes A
and B also shows their relatedness, as one moves back one generation
and ¢nds a common ancestor, who may or may not be living but whose
social location links people in A and B. If someone in set A gets into a
con£ict with someone in set B, such a person may well try to invoke the
commonality of `̀A-ness'' to mobilize people against B. But someone
genealogically older than these parties can invoke the linking ancestors
to cool things o¡. The act of going deeper in a genealogical chart in the
course of social interaction keeps reemphasizing relational visions of
social location at the expense of categorical ones.

One could argue that this patrilineage as a whole constitutes an iden-
tity, distinct from other lineages. But Evans-Pritchard's point is that

Figure 1. A segmentary patrilineage; lines represent descent; marriage partners come
from another lineage; children of daughters belong to the lineage of the husband and are
not shown; children of sons belong to this lineage and are represented here.
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segmentation represents an entire social order, and that lineages them-
selves are related to one another as male and female lineage members
are to each other. Then let us consider marriage.Virtually all segmen-
tary societies insist on exogamy; and, in evolutionary perspective, the
prevalence of exogamy may re£ect the advantages of cross-lineage
connectedness. So the male-centered lineage diagram presumes another
set of relationships, through women who are born into the lineage of
their fathers but whose sons and daughters belong to the lineage they
married into.

One could then argue that all the lineages that intermarried constitute
the ``Nuer'' as an identity distinct from ``Dinka'' or any of the other
groups in the region. But here recent work in African history o¡ers a
more nuanced approach. The genealogical construction of relationality
o¡ers possibilities for extension more supple than the twentieth-cen-
tury scholar's tendency to look for a neat boundary between inside and
outside. Marriage relations could be extended beyond the Nuer (both
via reciprocal arrangements and coercively by forcing captive women
into marriage). Strangers ^ encountered via trade, migration, or other
forms of movement ^ could be incorporated as ¢ctive kin or more
loosely linked to a patrilineage via blood brotherhood. The people of
northeastern Africa migrated extensively, as they tried to ¢nd better
ecological niches or as lineage segments moved in and out of relations
with each other. Traders stretched their kinship relations over space,
formed a variety of relationships at the interfaces with agricultural
communities, and sometimes developed lingua franca to foster com-
munication across large spatial networks.81 In many parts of Africa,
one ¢nds certain organizations ^ religious shrines, initiation societies
^ that cross linguistic and cultural distinctions, o¡ering what Paul
Richards calls a `̀ common `grammar' '' of social experience within
regions, for all the cultural variation and political di¡erentiation that
they contain.82

The problem with subsuming these forms of relational connectedness
under the ``social construction of identity'' is that linking and separating
get called by the same name, making it harder to grasp the processes,
causes, and consequences of di¡ering patterns of crystallizing di¡erence
and forging connections. Africa was far from a paradise of sociability,
but war and peace both involved £exible patterns of a¤liation as well
as di¡erentiation.
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One should not assume that the principles of a sliding scale of connec-
tion are unique to small-scale `̀ tribal'' society.We know from the study of
larger-scale political organizations ^ with authoritative rulers and
elaborate hierarchies of command ^ that kinship networks remained an
important principle of social life. African kings asserted their authority
by developing patrimonial relations with people from di¡erent lineages,
creating a core of support that cross cut lineage a¤liations, but they
also used lineage principles to consolidate their own power, cementing
marriage alliances and expanding the size of the royal lineage.83 In
almost all societies, kinship concepts are symbolic and ideological
resources, yet while they shape norms, self-understandings, and percep-
tions of a¤nity, they do not necessarily produce kinship `̀ groups.''84

To a greater extent than the forms of domination that preceded it,
colonial rule attempted a one-to-one mapping of people with some
putatively common characteristic onto territory. These imposed iden-
ti¢cations could be powerful, but their e¡ects depended on the actual
relationships and symbolic systems that colonial o¤cials ^ and in-
digenous cultural entrepreneurs as well ^ had to work with, and on
countervailing e¡orts of others to maintain, develop, and articulate
di¡erent sorts of a¤nities and self-understandings. The colonial era
did indeed witness complex struggles over identi¢cation, but it £attens
our understanding of these struggles to see them as producing `̀ identi-
ties.'' People could live with shadings ^ and continued to do so day-by-
day even when political lines were drawn.

Sharon Hutchinson's remarkable reanalysis of Evans-Pritchard's ``tribe''
takes such an argument into a contemporary, con£ict-ridden situation.
Her aim is ``to call into question the very idea of `the Nuer' as a uni¢ed
ethnic identity.''85 She points to the fuzziness of the boundaries of
people now called Nuer: culture and history do not follow such lines.
And she suggests that Evans-Pritchard's segmentary schema gives ex-
cessive attention to the dominant male elders of the 1930s, and not
enough to women, men in less powerful lineages, or younger men and
women. In this analysis, it not only becomes di¤cult to see Nuerness
as an identity, but imperative to examine with precision how people
tried both to extend and to consolidate connections. Bringing the story
up to the era of civil war in the southern Sudan in the 1990s, Hutchinson
refuses to reduce the con£ict to one of cultural or religious di¡erence
between the warring parties and insists instead on a deep analysis of
political relationships, struggles for economic resources, and spatial
connections.
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In much of modern Africa, indeed, some of the most bitter con£icts
have taken place within collectivities that are relatively uniform cul-
turally and linguistically (Rwanda, Somalia) and between loose eco-
nomic and social networks based more on patron-client relations than
ethnic a¤liation (Angola, Sierra Leone), as well as in situations where
cultural distinction has been made into a political weapon (Kwa Zulu
in South Africa).86 To explain present or past con£ict in terms of how
people construct and ¢ght for their ``identities'' risks providing a pre-
fabricated, presentist, teleological explanation that diverts attention
from questions such as those addressed by Hutchinson.

East European nationalism

We have argued that the language of identity, with its connotations of
boundedness, groupness, and sameness, is conspicuously ill suited to
the analysis of segmentary lineage societies ^ or of present-day con-
£icts in Africa. One might accept this point yet argue that identitarian
language is well suited to the analysis of other social settings, including
our own, where public and private `̀ identity talk'' is widely current. But
we are not arguing only that the concept of identity does not `̀ travel''
well, that it cannot be universally applied to all social settings.We want
to make a stronger argument: that ``identity'' is neither necessary nor
helpful as a category of analysis even where it is widely used as a
category of practice. To this end, we brie£y consider East European
nationalism and identity politics in the United States.

Historical and social scienti¢c writing on nationalism in Eastern
Europe ^ to a much greater extent than writing on social movements
or ethnicity in North America ^ has been characterized by relatively
strong or hard understandings of group identity. Many commentators
have seen the post-communist resurgence of ethnic nationalism in the
region as springing from robust and deeply rooted national identities ^
from identities strong and resilient enough to have survived decades
of repression by ruthlessly antinational communist regimes. But this
`̀ return-of-the-repressed'' view is problematic.87

Consider the former Soviet Union. To see national con£icts as struggles
to validate and express identities that had somehow survived the regime's
attempts to crush them is unwarranted. Although antinationalist, and
of course brutally repressive in all kinds of ways, the Soviet regime was
anything but anti-national.88 Far from ruthlessly suppressing nation-

25



hood, the regime went to unprecedented lengths in institutionalizing
and codifying it. It carved up Soviet territory into more than ¢fty
putatively autonomous national `̀ homelands,'' each `̀ belonging'' to a
particular ethnonational group; and it assigned each citizen an ethnic
`̀ nationality,'' which was ascribed at birth on the basis of descent,
registered in personal identity documents, recorded in bureaucratic
encounters, and used to control access to higher education and employ-
ment. In doing so, the regime was not simply recognizing or ratifying a
pre-existing state of a¡airs; it was newly constituting both persons and
places as national.89 In this context, strong understandings of national
identity as deeply rooted in the pre-communist history of the region,
frozen or repressed by a ruthlessly antinational regime, and returning
with the collapse of communism are at best anachronistic, at worst
simply scholarly rationalizations of nationalist rhetoric.

What about weak, constructivist understandings of identity? Con-
structivists might concede the importance of the Soviet system of
institutionalized multinationality, and interpret this as the institutional
means through which national identities were constructed. But why
should we assume it is `̀ identity'' that is constructed in this fashion? To
assume that it is risks con£ating a system of identi¢cation or categoriza-
tion with its presumed result, identity. Categorical group denominations
^ however authoritative, however pervasively institutionalized ^ cannot
serve as indicators of real `̀ groups'' or robust `̀ identities.''

Consider for example the case of `̀ Russians'' in Ukraine. At the time
of the 1989 census, some 11.4 million residents of Ukraine identi¢ed
their `̀ nationality'' as Russian. But the precision suggested by this
census datum, even when rounded to the nearest hundred thousand, is
entirely spurious. The very categories `̀ Russian'' and ``Ukrainian,'' as
designators of putatively distinct ethnocultural nationalities, or dis-
tinct `̀ identities,'' are deeply problematic in the Ukrainian context,
where rates of intermarriage have been high, and where millions of
nominal Ukrainians speak only or primarily Russian. One should be
skeptical of the illusion of `̀ identity'' or bounded groupness created by
the census, with its exhaustive and mutually exclusive categories. One
can imagine circumstances in which `̀ groupness'' might emerge among
nominal Russians in Ukraine, but such groupness cannot be taken as
given.90

The formal institutionalization and codi¢cation of ethnic and national
categories implies nothing about the depth, resonance, or power of such
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categories in the lived experience of the persons so categorized. A
strongly institutionalized ethnonational classi¢catory system makes
certain categories readily and legitimately available for the representa-
tion of social reality, the framing of political claims, and the organiza-
tion of political action. This is itself a fact of great signi¢cance, and the
breakup of the Soviet Union cannot be understood without reference
to it. But it does not entail that these categories will have a signi¢cant
role in framing perception, orienting action, or shaping self-under-
standing in everyday life ^ a role that is implied by even constructivist
accounts of `̀ identity.''

The extent to which o¤cial categorizations shape self-understandings,
the extent to which the population-categories constituted by states or
political entrepreneurs approximate real ``groups'' ^ these are open
questions that can only be addressed empirically. The language of
`̀ identity'' is more likely to hinder than to help the posing of such
questions, for it blurs what needs to be kept distinct: external catego-
rization and self-understanding, objective commonality and subjective
groupness.

Consider one ¢nal, non-Soviet example. The boundary between Hun-
garians and Romanians in Transylvania is certainly sharper than that
between Russians and Ukrainians in Ukraine. Here too, however,
group boundaries are considerably more porous and ambiguous than
is widely assumed. The language of both politics and everyday life, to
be sure, is rigorously categorical, dividing the population into mutually
exclusive ethnonational categories, and making no allowance for mixed
or ambiguous forms. But this categorical code, important though it is
as a constituent element of social relations, should not be taken for a
faithful description of them. Reinforced by identitarian entrepreneurs
on both sides, the categorical code obscures as much as it reveals about
self-understandings, masking the £uidity and ambiguity that arise from
mixed marriages, from bilingualism, from migration, from Hungarian
children attending Romanian-language schools, from intergenerational
assimilation (in both directions), and ^ perhaps most important ^ from
sheer indi¡erence to the claims of ethnocultural nationality.

Even in its constructivist guise, the language of `̀ identity'' disposes us
to think in terms of bounded groupness. It does so because even con-
structivist thinking on identity takes the existence of identity as axio-
matic. Identity is always already `̀ there,'' as something that individuals
and groups ``have,'' even if the content of particular identities, and the
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boundaries that mark groups o¡ from one another, are conceptualized
as always in £ux. Even constructivist language tends therefore to ob-
jectify `̀ identity,'' to treat it as a ``thing,'' albeit a malleable one, that
people `̀ have,'' `̀ forge,'' and `̀ construct.''

This tendency to objectify ``identity'' deprives us of analytical leverage.
It makes it more di¤cult for us to treat `̀ groupness'' and `̀ bounded-
ness'' as emergent properties of particular structural or conjunctural
settings rather than as always already there in some form. The point
needs to be emphasized today more than ever, for the unre£ectively
groupist language that prevails in everyday life, journalism, politics,
and much social research as well ^ the habit of speaking without
quali¢cation of `Àlbanians'' and `̀ Serbs,'' for example, as if they were
sharply bounded, internally homogeneous ``groups'' ^ not only weakens
social analysis but constricts political possibilities in the region.

Identity claims and the enduring dilemmas of `̀ race'' in the United States

The language of identity has been particularly powerful in the United
States in recent decades. It has been prominent both as an idiom of
analysis in the social sciences and humanities and as an idiom in which
to articulate experience, mobilize loyalty, and formulate symbolic and
material claims in everyday social and political practice.

The pathos and resonance of identity claims in the contemporary
United States have many sources, but one of the most profound is that
central problem of American history ^ the importation of enslaved
Africans, the persistence of racial oppression, and the range of African-
American responses to it. The African-American experience of ``race''
as both imposed categorization and self-identi¢cation has been impor-
tant not only in its own terms, but from the late 1960s on as a template
for identity claims of all sorts, including those based on gender and
sexual orientation as well as those based on `̀ ethnicity'' or `̀ race.''91

In response to the cascading identitarian claims of the last three
decades, public discourse, political argument, and scholarship in
nearly every ¢eld of the social sciences and humanities have been
transformed. There is much that is valuable in this process. History
textbooks and prevailing public narratives tell a much richer and more
inclusive story than those of a generation ago. Specious forms of
universalism ^ the Marxist category of `̀ worker'' who always appears
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in the guise of a male, the liberal category of `̀ citizen'' who turns out to
be white ^ have been powerfully exposed. ``First-generation'' identitarian
claims themselves ^ and scholarly literatures informed by them ^ have
been criticized for their blindness to cross-cutting particularities: Afri-
can-American movements for acting as if African-American women
did not have gender-speci¢c concerns, feminists for focusing on white,
middle-class women.

Constructivist arguments have had a particular in£uence in Ameri-
canist circles, allowing scholars to stress the contemporary importance
of imposed identi¢cations and the self-understandings that have
evolved in dialectical interplay with them, while emphasizing that such
self- and other-identi¢ed `̀ groups'' are not primordial but historically
produced. The treatment of race in the historiography of the United
States is an excellent example.92 Even before ``social construction'' be-
came a buzz-word, scholars were showing that far from being a given
dimension of America's past, race as a political category originated in
the same moment as America's republican and populist impulses.
Edmund Morgan argued that in early eighteenth-century Virginia,
white indentured servants and black slaves shared a subordination
that was not sharply di¡erentiated; they sometimes acted together.
It was when Virginian planter elites started to mobilize against the
British that they needed to draw a sharp boundary between the politi-
cally included and the excluded, and the fact that black slaves were
more numerous and replaceable as laborers and less plausible as
political supporters led to a marking of distinction, which poor whites
could in turn use to make claims.93 From such an opening, historians
have charted several key moments of rede¢nition of racial boundaries
in the United States ^ and several points at which other sorts of ties
showed the possibility of giving rise to other kinds of political a¤lia-
tion. Whiteness and blackness were both historically created and his-
torically variable categories. Comparative historians, meanwhile, have
shown that the construction of race can take still more varied forms,
showing that many people who were `̀ black'' under North American
classi¢catory systems would have been something else in other parts of
the Americas.94

American history thus reveals the power of imposed identi¢cation, but
it also reveals the complexity of the self-understandings of people
de¢ned by circumstances they did not control. Pre-Civil War collective
self-de¢nitions situated black Americans in particular ways in regard
to Africa ^ often seeing an African (or an `̀ Ethiopian'') origin as
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placing them close to the heartlands of Christian civilization. Yet early
back-to-Africa movements often treated Africa as a cultural tabula
rasa or as a fallen civilization to be redeemed by African-American
Christians.95 Asserting oneself as a diasporic ``people'' did not neces-
sarily imply claiming cultural commonality ^ the two concepts have
been in tension with each other ever since. One can write the history
of African-American self-understanding as the ``rise'' over time of a
black nationality, or one can explore the interplay of such a sense of
collectivity with the e¡orts of African-American activists to articulate
di¡erent kinds of political ideologies and to develop connections with
other radicals. The most important point is to consider the range of
possibilities and the seriousness with which they were debated.

It is not the historical analysis of social construction as such that is
problematic, but the presumptions about what it is that is constructed.
It is ``whiteness'' or `̀ race'' that is taken as the typical object of con-
struction, not other, looser forms of a¤nity and commonality. Setting
out to write about `̀ identi¢cations'' as they emerge, crystallize, and
fade away in particular social and political circumstances may well
inspire a rather di¡erent history than setting out to write of an `̀ iden-
tity,'' which links past, present, and future in a single word.

Cosmopolitan interpretations of American history have been criticized
for taking the pain out of the distinct ways in which that history has
been experienced: above all the pain of enslavement and discrimina-
tion, and of struggle against enslavement and discrimination, a history
that marks African Americans in ways that white Americans do not
share.96 Here is where calls for the understanding of the particularity
of experience resonate powerfully, but it is also here that the dangers
of £attening those histories into a static and singular `̀ identity'' are
serious. There may be gains as well as losses in such a £attening, as
thoughtful participants in debates over the politics of race have made
clear.97 But to subsume further under the generic category of `̀ iden-
tity'' the historical experiences and allegedly common `̀ cultures'' of
other `̀ groups'' as disparate as women and the elderly, Native Ameri-
cans and gay men, poor people and the disabled is not in any obvious
way more respectful of the pain of particular histories than are the
universalist rhetorics of justice or human rights. And the assignment
of individuals to such `̀ identities'' leaves many people ^ who have
experienced the uneven trajectories of ancestry and the variety of
innovations and adaptations that constitute culture ^ caught between
a hard identity that doesn't quite ¢t and a soft rhetoric of hybridity,
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multiplicity, and £uidity that o¡ers neither understanding nor solace.98

The question remains whether we can address the complexity of history
^ including the changing ways in which external categorizations have
both stigmatized and humiliated people and given them an enabling
and empowering sense of collective selfhood ^ in more supple and
di¡erentiated language. If the real contribution of constructivist social
analysis ^ that a¤nities, categories, and subjectivities develop and
change over time ^ is to be taken seriously, and not reduced to a
presentist, teleological account of the construction of currently exist-
ing ``groups,'' then bounded groupness must be understood as a con-
tingent, emergent property, not an axiomatic given.

Representing contemporary American society poses a similar problem
^ avoiding £at, reductive accounts of the social world as a multichrome
mosaic of monochrome identity groups. This conceptually impoverished
identitarian sociology, in which the `̀ intersection'' of race, class, gender,
sexual orientation, and perhaps one or two other categories generates a
set of all-purpose conceptual boxes, has become powerful in American
academia in the 1990s ^ not only in the social sciences, cultural studies,
and ethnic studies, but also in literature and political philosophy. In
the remainder of this section, we shift our angle of vision and consider
the implications of the use of this identitarian sociology in the latter
domain.

`̀A moral philosophy,'' wrote Alisdair MacIntyre, `̀ presupposes a sociol-
ogy'';99 the same holds a fortiori of political theory. The problem with
much contemporary political theory is that it is built on questionable
sociology ^ indeed precisely on the group-centered representation of
the social world just mentioned. We are not taking the side of `̀ uni-
versality'' against ``particularity'' here. Rather, we are suggesting that
the identitarian language and groupist social ontology that informs
much contemporary political theory occludes the problematic nature
of `̀ groupness'' itself and forecloses other ways of conceptualizing
particular a¤liations and a¤nities.

There is a considerable literature now that is critical of the idea of
universal citizenship. Iris MarionYoung, one of the most in£uential of
such critics, proposes instead an ideal of group-di¡erentiated citizen-
ship, built on group representation and group rights. The notion of an
`̀ impartial general perspective,'' she argues, `̀ is a myth.'' Di¡erent
social groups have di¡erent needs, cultures, histories, experiences, and
perceptions of social relations.'' Citizenship should not seek to tran-
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scend such di¡erences, but should recognize and acknowledge them as
`̀ irreducible.''100

What sort of di¡erences should be rati¢ed with special representation
and rights? The di¡erences in question are those associated with ``so-
cial groups,'' de¢ned as ``comprehensive identities and ways of life,'' and
distinguished from mere aggregates on the one hand ^ arbitrary clas-
si¢cations of persons according to some attribute ^ and from volun-
tary associations on the other. Special rights and representation would
be accorded not to all social groups, but to those who su¡er from at
least one of ¢ve forms of oppression. In contemporary American
society, this means ``women, blacks, Native Americans, Chicanos,
Puerto Ricans and other Spanish-speaking Americans, Asian Ameri-
cans, gay men, lesbians, working-class people, old people, and men-
tally and physically disabled people.''101

What constitutes the `̀ groupness'' of these `̀ groups?'' What makes
them groups rather than categories around which self- and other-iden-
ti¢cations may but certainly do not necessarily or always crystallize?
This is not addressed byYoung. She assumes that distinctive histories,
experiences, and social location endow these `̀ groups'' with di¡erent
`̀ capacities, needs, culture, and cognitive styles'' and with `̀ distinctive
understandings of all aspects of the society and unique perspectives on
social issues.''102 Social and cultural heterogeneity is construed here as
a juxtaposition of internally homogeneous, externally bounded blocs.
The `̀ principles of unity'' that Young repudiates at the level of the
polity as a whole ^ because they `̀ hide di¡erence'' ^ are reintroduced,
and continue to hide di¡erence, at the level of the constituent `̀ groups.''

At stake in arguments about group-di¡erentiated or `̀ multicultural''
citizenship are important issues that have been long debated outside as
well as inside the academy, all having to do in one way or another with
the relative weight and merits of universalist and particularist
claims.103 Sociological analysis cannot and should not seek to resolve
this robust debate, but it can seek to shore up its often shaky socio-
logical foundations. It can o¡er a richer vocabulary for conceptualiz-
ing social and cultural heterogeneity and particularity. Moving beyond
identitarian language opens up possibilities for specifying other kinds
of connectedness, other idioms of identi¢cation, other styles of self-
understanding, other ways of reckoning social location. To paraphrase
what Adam Przeworsky said long ago about class, cultural struggle is a
struggle about culture before it is a struggle among cultures.104 Acti-
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vists of identity politics deploy the language of bounded groupness not
because it re£ects social reality, but precisely because groupness is
ambiguous and contested. Their groupist rhetoric has a performative,
constitutive dimension, contributing, when it is successful, to the making
of the groups it invokes.105

Here we have a gap between normative arguments and activist idioms
that take bounded groupness as axiomatic and historical and socio-
logical analyses that emphasize contingency, £uidity, and variability.
At one level there is a real-life dilemma: preserving cultural distinctive-
ness depends at least in part on maintaining bounded groupness and
hence on policing the ``exit option,'' and accusations of `̀ passing'' and
of betraying one's roots serve as modes of discipline.106 Critics of such
policing, however, would argue that a liberal polity should protect
individuals from the oppressiveness of social groups as well as that of
the state. At the level of social analysis, though, the dilemma is not a
necessary one.We are not faced with a stark choice between a univer-
salist, individualist analytical idiom and an identitarian, groupist idiom.
Framing the options in this way misses the variety of forms (other than
bounded groups) that a¤nity, commonality, and connectedness can
take ^ hence our emphasis on the need for a more supple vocabulary.
We are not arguing for any speci¢c stance on the politics of cultural
distinction and individual choice, but rather for a vocabulary of social
analysis that helps open up and illuminate the range of options. The
politics of group `̀ coalition'' that is celebrated by Young and others,
for example, certainly has its place, but the groupist sociology that
underlies this particular form of coalition politics ^ with its assump-
tion that bounded groups are the basic building blocks of political
alliances ^ constricts the political imagination.107

None of this belies the importance of current debates over `̀ universal-
istic'' and ``particularistic'' conceptions of social justice. Our point is
that the identitarian focus on bounded groupness does not help in
posing these questions; the debate is in some respects based on mis-
conceptions on both sides. We need not in fact choose between an
American history £attened into the experiences and `̀ cultures'' of
bounded groups and one equally £attened into a single `̀ national''
story. Reducing the heterogeneity of American society and history to
a multichrome mosaic of monochrome identity groups hinders rather
than helps the work of understanding the past and pursuing social
justice in the present.
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Conclusion: Particularity and the politics of ``identity''

We have not made an argument about identity politics. Nonetheless,
the argument does have political as well as intellectual implications. In
some circles, these will be thought to be regressive, to undermine the
basis for making particularistic claims. That is neither our intention
nor a valid inference from what we have written.

To persuade people that they are one; that they comprise a bounded,
distinctive, solidary group; that their internal di¡erences do not matter,
at least for the purpose at hand ^ this is a normal and necessary part
of politics, and not only of what is ordinarily characterized as ``identity
politics.'' It is not all of politics; and we do indeed have reservations
about the way in which the routine recourse to identitarian framing
may foreclose other equally important ways of framing political
claims. But we do not seek to deprive anyone of `̀ identity'' as a political
tool, or to undermine the legitimacy of making political appeals in
identitarian terms.

Our argument has focused, rather, on the use of `̀ identity'' as an ana-
lytical concept. Throughout the article, we have asked what work the
concept is supposed to do, and how well it does it.We have argued that
the concept is deployed to do a great deal of analytical work ^ much of
it legitimate and important. ``Identity,'' however, is ill suited to perform
this work, for it is riddled with ambiguity, riven with contradictory
meanings, and encumbered by reifying connotations. Qualifying the
noun with strings of adjectives ^ specifying that identity is multiple,
£uid, constantly re-negotiated, and so on ^ does not solve the Orwel-
lian problem of entrapment in a word. It yields little more than a
suggestive oxymoron ^ a multiple singularity, a £uid crystallization ^
but still begs the question of why one should use the same term to
designate all this and more. Alternative analytical idioms, we have
argued, can do the necessary work without the attendant confusion.

At issue here is not the legitimacy or importance of particularistic
claims, but how best to conceptualize them. People everywhere and
always have particular ties, self-understandings, stories, trajectories,
histories, predicaments. And these inform the sorts of claims they
make. To subsume such pervasive particularity under the £at, undif-
ferentiated rubric of `̀ identity,'' however, does nearly as much violence
to its unruly and multifarious forms as would an attempt to subsume it
under ``universalist'' categories such as `̀ interest.''
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Construing particularity in identitarian terms, moreover, constricts
the political as well as the analytical imagination. It points away from
a range of possibilities for political action other than those rooted in
putatively shared identity ^ and not only those that are praised or
damned as ``universalist.'' Identitarian political advocates, for example,
construe political cooperation in terms of the building of coalitions
between bounded identity groups. This is one mode of political coopera-
tion, but not the only one.

Kathryn Sikkink and Margaret Keck, for example, have drawn atten-
tion to the importance of `̀ transnational issue networks,'' from the
antislavery movement of the early nineteenth century to international
campaigns about human rights, ecology, and women's rights in recent
years. Such networks necessarily cross cultural as well as state boun-
daries and link particular places and particularistic claims to wider
concerns. To take one instance, the antiapartheid movement brought
together South African political organizations that were themselves far
from united ^ some sharing `̀ universalist'' ideologies, some calling
themselves `Àfricanist,'' some asserting a quite local, culturally de¢ned
`̀ identity'' ^ with international church groups, labor unions, pan-Afri-
can movements for racial solidarity, human rights groups, and so on.
Particular groups moved in and out of cooperative arrangements with-
in an overall network; con£ict among opponents of the apartheid state
was sometimes bitter, even deadly. As the actors in the network shifted,
the issues at stake were reframed. At certain moments, for example,
issues amenable to international mobilization were highlighted, while
others ^ of great concern to some would-be participants ^ were margi-
nalized.108

Our point is not to celebrate such networks over more exclusively
identitarian social movements or group-based claims. Networks are
no more intrinsically virtuous than identitarian movements and
groups are intrinsically suspect. Politics ^ in Southern Africa or else-
where ^ is hardly a confrontation of good universalists or good net-
works versus bad tribalists. Much havoc has been done by £exible
networks built on clientage and focused on pillage and smuggling;
such networks have sometimes been linked to `̀ principled'' political
organizations; and they have often been connected to arms and illegal
merchandise brokers in Europe, Asia, and North America. Multi-
farious particularities are in play, and one needs to distinguish between
situations where they cohere around particular cultural symbols and
situations where they are £exible, pragmatic, readily extendable. It
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does not contribute to precision of analysis to use the same words for
the extremes of rei¢cation and £uidity, and everything in between.

To criticize the use of `̀ identity'' in social analysis is not to blind
ourselves to particularity. It is rather to conceive of the claims and
possibilities that arise from particular a¤nities and a¤liations, from
particular commonalities and connections, from particular stories and
self-understandings, from particular problems and predicaments in a
more di¡erentiated manner. Social analysis has become massively, and
durably, sensitized to particularity in recent decades; and the literature
on identity has contributed valuably to this enterprise. It is time now to
go beyond `̀ identity'' ^ not in the name of an imagined universalism,
but in the name of the conceptual clarity required for social analysis
and political understanding alike.
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Claude Lëvi-Strauss, editor, L'identitë: Seminaire interdisciplinare (Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France, 1977); Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1992); Amartya Sen, `̀ Goals, Commitment, and Identity,''
Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization 2 (Fall 1985): 341^355; Margaret
Somers, `̀ The Narrative Constitution of Identity: A Relational and Network Ap-
proach,'' Theory and Society 23 (1994): 605^649; Charles Taylor, `̀ The Politics of
Recognition,'' in Multiculturalism and `̀ The Politics of Recognition: An Essay'';
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992); 25^74; Charles Tilly, `̀ Citizenship,
Identity and Social History,'' in Tilly, editor, Citizenship, Identity and Social
History (Cambridge and NewYork: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Harrison
White, Identity and Control: A Structural Theory of Social Action (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1992).

18. On experience-near and experience-distant concepts ^ the terms are derived from
Heinz Kohut ^ see Cli¡ord Geertz, `̀ From the Native's Point of View,'' in Local
Knowledge (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 57. The basic contrast goes back at
least to Durkheim's Rules of Sociological Method, which criticized the sociological
use of `̀ pre-notions'' or lay concepts that have been `̀ created by experience and for
it.'' Emile Durkheim, The Rules of Sociological Method, trans. S. Solovay and J.
Mueller, ed. G. E.G. Catlin, 8th ed. (NewYork: Free Press, 1964), 14^46.

19. As Lo|« cWacquant notes of race, the `̀ continual barter between folk and analytical
notions, the uncontrolled con£ation of social and sociological understandings of
`race' '' is `̀ intrinsic to the category. From its inception, the collective ¢ction
labeled `race' . . . has always mixed science with common sense and traded on the
complicity between them'' (`̀ For an Analytic of Racial Domination,'' Political
Power and Social Theory 11 [1997]: 222^223).

20. On `̀ ethnic identity entrepreneurs,'' see Barbara Lal, `̀ Ethnic Identity Entrepreneurs:
Their Role in Transracial and Intercountry Adoptions,'' Asian Paci¢c Migration
Journal 6 (1997): 385^413.

21. This argument is developed further in Rogers Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), chapter 1.

22. Mara Loveman, `̀ Is `race' essential? A comment on Bonilla-Silva,'' American
Sociological Review, November 1999. See also Wacquant, ``For an Analytic of
Racial Domination''; Rupert Taylor, `̀ Racial Terminology and the Question of
`Race' in South Africa,'' manuscript, 7; and Max Weber, Economy and Society,
ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich (New York: Bedminster Press, 1968), 1:
385¡, for a strikingly modern argument questioning the analytical utility of the
notions of `̀ race,'' `̀ ethnic group,'' and `̀ nation.''

23. On `̀ nation'' as a `̀ political ¢ction,'' see Louis Pinto, `̀ Une ¢ction politique:
la nation,''Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales 64 (September 1986): 45^50,
a Bourdieuian appreciation of the studies of nationalism carried out by the
eminent Hungarian historian Jeno� Szu� cs. On race as a `̀ collective ¢ction,'' see
Wacquant, `̀ For an Analytic of Racial Domination,'' 222^223. The key work by
Bourdieu in this domain is `̀ L'identitë et la reprësentation: ëlëments pour une
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It’s really just about giving the media access to the story ultimately.… New media 
is increasingly important, but the mainstream media is still very much the main 
game of the environmental campaigns. (Dan Cass, Communications Team Leader, 
Greenpeace Australia Pacific) 
That’s where the website is terrific. We all do it; just copy and paste whatever you 
want off there. It is heaven sent for the media. But if the exercise for the green 
groups is to win converts, they still have to do the hard work and get journalists to 
take pictures and to tell the story. They can’t rely on the web. (Bruce Montgomery, 
former journalist, The Australian newspaper)1 

Print and electronic news media have played a central role in environmental 
politics for 30 years: negotiating access, shaping meanings, circulating symbols. 
Environmentalists have responded with strategies and tactics created 
for and communicated through the news media. Protest action is one such 
strategy that has become ‘reflexively conditioned’ to an unprecedented level 
in its pursuit of media attention (Cottle, 2008: 853). It is for this reason that 
the internet and the worldwide web have been a tantalising source of hope 
for activists over the past decade, offering the potential for independent 
information distribution devoid of the mediating effect of news journalists 
and the established news media industries. This article investigates and 
analyses how the recursive relationship between online digital ‘new media’ 
and print and electronic news media – or ‘old media’ – has unfolded 
(Jenkins, 2006), which is an important task if the precise dimensions of the 
power struggle occurring between environmental activists and news media 
sources are to be understood. 
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We have dual aims. Our initial task is to outline a conceptual approach that 
connects the use of digital networked communications media by environmental 



groups with reporting in newspapers and on television news media. 
The ambitions and strategies of environmentalists in accessing news 
media are analysed in relation to Geert Lovink’s concept of ‘tactical media’ – 
a participatory, dissenting, do-it-yourself form of communication (Lovink, 
2002a, 2005; Lovink and Schneider, 2002, 2004). As with Lovink, the interest 
here is in the strategic deployment of digital networked media to raise 
awareness of particular issues and campaigns. Unlike Lovink, who is primarily 
concerned with the unique communicative/political possibilities and 
potentials of the internet and web (see also Meikle, 2002), the focus here is 
on the practices, ambitions and outputs of both net-savvy environmentalists 
and news journalists. 
Despite this difference, Lovink’s tactical media remains a useful heuristic 
tool. In it rests the normative ideal of social movements freed from the tyrannical 
need for entry into the mainstream media arena (Wolfsfeld, 1997), entry 
that brings with it substantial and continuing costs. Lester (2007) has shown 
that mainstream media power can be interrupted by environmentalists but 
only briefly. News media work to regain their power, forcing movements to 
come up with new strategies and tactics for entry (Hutchins and Lester, 2006). 
This is why the notion of tactics is helpful, capturing the ‘game’ being played 
by activists as they strive to get their preferred messages widely publicized. 
The analysis presented finds that while the internet plays an increasingly visible 
role in environmental politics, it is not creating a new or alternative model 
of media power (Couldry, 2000). Rather, environmental groups are using the 
internet in a way that reaffirms the historical and cultural dominance of print 
and electronic news media, adapting to the agenda and priorities of journalists, 
as opposed to forging new models of media power embedded within the 
specific networking capacity of the internet and web. 
Our second objective is to detail many of the specific features of the interface 
between activism and news media by presenting the Tasmanian environmental 
conflict as a critical case study (Flyvbjerg, 2001): a specific set of 
events that provide insight into the relationship between environmental protest 
and the media. The Tasmanian environmental conflict, centred primarily on 
wilderness and development, has endured for four decades, providing globally 
significant ‘critical’moments in green politics.We focus on two protest actions 
within the broader conflict – one organized and enacted by an individual with 
an informal network of supporters, and the second by two ofAustralia’s largest 
environmental non-governmental organizations (NGOs), Greenpeace and the 
Wilderness Society. Both relied heavily on information and communication 
technologies, and together they provide valuable insights into the motivations 
of environmentalists in their use of the internet and the response of news media 
outlets and their journalists.We argue that rather than challenging the protesters’ 
need for access to traditional forms of news media – allowing them to by-pass 
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corporate, multinational media – the internet has become another device in the 
strategic toolbox of the environmental movement2 for gaining mainstream 
news media access. 
Tactical media 
The concept informing the analysis of the interview data presented below is 
Lovink’s ‘tactical media’ (Lovink, 2002a, 2002b, 2005; Lovink and Schneider, 
2002, 2004). Lovink is a tactical media practitioner whose mission is the internet 
as praxis. Admitting to an endearing fascination for obscure German 
thinkers, he specializes in finding the political, creative and pragmatic possibilities 
of networked technologies and internet culture. He is part of a school 



of thought – if it can be described in this straitjacketed way – that explores and 
actively experiments with the emancipatory and democratizing potential of 
new media technologies. His writing and critical analysis veers about, but 
more than adequate compensation can be found in the impressive range of 
original ideas and theories with which he challenges the reader. 
Lovink’s concept has been adopted and deployed in various ways by media 
activists. Originally coined in amanifesto authored by Garcia and Lovink (1997) 
in response to an upsurge of media activism in the wake of the 1989 collapse of 
the Soviet bloc, the term describes media of ‘crisis, criticism and opposition’: 
Tactical media are what happens when the cheap ‘do-it-yourself’ media, made possible 
by the revolution in consumer electronics and expanded forms of distribution 
(from public access cable to the Internet) are exploited by groups and individuals 
who feel aggrieved by or excluded from the wider culture. Tactical media do not 
just report events, as they are never impartial, they always participate and it is this 
more than anything that separates them from mainstream media. 
The networked architecture and pervasiveness of networked digital communications 
technologies is ideally suited to the formation of mobile and highly 
adaptable activist coalitions and tactical media action, reflecting the strength 
of tactical media as an idea – its modularity. It is easily understood and adaptable 
for changing situations and the political objectives of activists. Meikle 
(2002: 121) clarifies the fact that it is best seen as a set of options, a way of 
thinking and doing, and a range of tendencies and potentials. 
Surprisingly, the association between contemporary environmental 
activism and tactical media is an uneasy one. According to Lovink, NGOs 
impose a regressive hegemony over social movement politics: 
The professionalism inside the office culture of these networked organizations is 
said to be the only model of media-related politics if we want to have a (positive) 
impact, or ‘make a difference’ (as the ads call it). It’s time to question the bureaucratic 
and ritualized NGO models, with their (implicit) hierarchies, management 
models and so-called efficiency. (2002a: 260) 
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In an effort to be heard, NGOs like Greenpeace are mimicking the structures 
and practices of the governments and corporations that they lobby, thereby 
reproducing a regressive and conservative political culture. The desire for 
legitimacy in the eyes of business and political establishments, as well as the 
general public, limits their political capacity to spur genuine political transformation. 
This is an issue that will be returned to in our concluding discussion. 
Contra-Lovink, we regard Greenpeace and other similar NGOs as worthwhile, 
albeit imperfect organizations. Their value is underpinned by the fact that 
they cherish and demand environmental justice: ‘an all-encompassing notion 
that affirms the use value of life, of all forms of life, against the interests of 
wealth, power, and technology’ (Castells, 2004b: 190). They are involved in an 
important symbolic and ideological challenge to the seemingly natural dominance 
of the market and capital over the environment, stressing the importance 
of humane, non-commodifiable values (Carroll and Hackett, 2006: 85). Despite 
the fact that few environmental NGOs have the capacity or the philosophical 
vision to transform the market system, they are at least committed to circumventing 
the forces of global capitalism that prioritize the pursuit of profit well 
above the preservation or conservation of the natural environment. 
We also attempt to avoid a static, atemporal view of environmental and 
other NGOs, many of which begin as small informal challenger groups and 
which continue to evolve both in terms of internal structures and political 
standing. While some environmental groups can gain elite, institutionalized 
access to the heart of political and media power, experience demonstrates that 



this access is not guaranteed or consistent over time. Others will remain 
excluded from this space of power, despite large support bases and formal 
organizational structures (Lester, 2007). This research is interested in changing 
power dynamics over time, resulting in a focus on both informal and formally 
organized protest actions within a broad historical and social setting. 
The most obvious intersection of the activities of communication and 
media officers working for an NGO such as Australia’s Wilderness Society 
and tactical media practitioners is an emphasis on strategy: ‘Strategy is the 
motivation, the overview. Tactics is the positioning of the parts ready for the 
implementation of the strategy’ (Shepheard cited in Lovink, 2002a: 254). 
The primary strategy of the environmental groups examined for this study is to 
intervene in and influence the agenda of major news media outlets. The power 
of journalism to influence public perception is acknowledged by Lovink 
(2002a: 258), who regards investigative journalism as the basis of all tactical 
output, and recognizes the central role of newspapers and current affairs 
programs in the publicizing of investigative findings. Rather than seeking to 
move around or bypass the news media, this is a tactical media approach that 
attempts to insert itself into these communication channels through the use of 
websites and email. The interactions between activists and journalists, as well 
as their understanding of each other’s role and motives are of critical import 
here, which underlines the worth of the methodology discussed below. 
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Activism and the news media 
The environmental movement wants to publicize its views, but the logic and 
professional practices of news media – including a focus on novelty, events, 
conflict and personalities – make them unlikely to participate in the mobilization 
of activist messages, and not only if they fail to adopt preferred media 
frames. Environmental groups are forced to (re-)strategize continually in 
order to find new means to circulate their preferred frames. This has commonly 
meant the adoption of new and creative styles of protest, images and 
other symbolic references. It is this dextrous ability to find alternative access 
points into the broadcast and print news media that marks contemporary environmental 
activism, and where we also find a significant recent contribution 
from the internet. 
Environmentalist activist websites are situated as sources of contact, interest 
and information, seeking to become sources for news journalists in search 
of content. A rich body of literature is emerging on media–source relations, 
which has at its centre questions of power. Of particular relevance are those 
studies that engage with the ability of non-elite challengers to gain access 
to the news media. Philip Schlesinger’s influential warning against mediacentrism 
and his critique of the primary definition model (1990) has been 
followed by several in-depth investigations into environmental group media 
strategy (see Anderson, 1997; Hansen, 1993, 2000). In these studies, the 
media are both an arena in which battles for public influence are fought 
(Wolfsfeld, 1997) and a key player – negotiating access, circulating symbols, 
pushing for actions, competing for control. GadiWolfsfeld’s political contest 
model is useful in explaining the conditions of entry to this media arena for 
non-elite sources. There is the welcoming main gate for those regarded as 
‘exceptionally eminent’ by the media gatekeeper and a more restricted rear 
gate intended for the ‘exceptionally weird’ (1997: 20). But once in, through 
whichever gate, the struggle becomes one over meaning and this is ‘more than 
a simple test of raw force’ (1997: 55). The playing field is not even – clear 
power imbalances exist (Gamson and Wolfsfeld, 1993). Yet strategic actions, 



most successful when combined with symbolic resonance, make it possible 
(if not always probable) for environmental and other non-elite political contenders 
to have their voices heard by both elite sources and the news media. 
The potential rewards of this tactically coordinated input are great. 
Environmental groups are able to achieve wide dissemination of their ideas, 
which can be followed by influence in subsequent public debate. However, 
the clear limits to continuing elite-style access for these groups, evident 
throughout the history of environmental activism in Western democracies, 
have led to a focus on – indeed, a celebration of – the potential liberating 
powers of the internet and other information and communication technologies. 
Some activists and researchers have responded by ignoring the changing 
dynamics occurring within ‘old media’ and thus the cultural influence and 
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historical legitimacy of mainstream media power. Dieter Rucht (2004), in his 
overview of media strategies of protest movements since the 1960s, reflects 
the unease that exists between social movements and mass media, which 
helps to underline the hope and excitement that is invested in new, alternative 
(Atton, 2002, 2004) and independent media and communications technologies 
by activists: 
… social movements would be wrong to ignore the established mass media as a 
potential sounding board or, in rare cases, even as an ally. However, social movements 
would be equally mistaken in assuming that, in learning about the rules 
and mechanisms of the mass media, they could rely on, let alone instrumentalize, 
the mass media. They follow their own logic, which is markedly different from 
that of social movements. Therefore, the maintenance of movement-controlled 
media remains essential to secure autonomy and operational flexibility. (Rucht, 
2004: 55) 
What emerges from our data is the desire of these environmental groups 
to gain favourable coverage in large-scale print and broadcast news media, 
with the internet and web approached as tactical tools with which to alter 
information flows in the mass media (Bennett, 2004: 131, 142). This is how 
political and campaign-based agendas are announced in media and cultural 
forums. 
In an attempt to grapple with what Allan (2004: 3) describes as the ‘messy 
complexities, and troublesome contradictions, which otherwise tend to be 
neatly swept under the conceptual carpet’ in the study of media practices, this 
article draws on analysis of a range of media texts, including newspaper and 
television news stories, media releases and activist websites; 25 semistructured 
interviews with journalists and environmental activists; and direct 
observation of protest events. This approach follows recognition among 
researchers in the field of source–media relations for ‘the need to supplement 
a media-based assessment of source activity with observational analysis, or 
interviews with source representatives themselves, in order fully to assess 
their success or failure in influencing agendas’ (Anderson, 1997: 37). Thus, 
the interviews and direct observation afford insight into how agendas are formulated 
and executed, while the analysis of media and activist texts allows an 
examination of actual outcomes and responses. 
The primary news media outlets were selected for analysis because of their 
continuing, detailed coverage of Tasmanian environmental issues. The Hobart 
metropolitan newspaper, The Mercury, published since 1854 and a tabloid 
since 1993, is owned by Rupert Murdoch’s News Limited and has an average 
Monday–Saturday circulation of 53,000. The metropolitan broadsheet The 
Age, also published since 1854, is owned by the Fairfax group and is the paper 



of choice for Melbourne’s educated middle class, with a Monday–Saturday 
circulation of just over 200,000. Other sources included the public broadcaster 
ABC television news. 
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Activist websites and web-based archives were also monitored, focusing in 
particular on two periods (identified below) that saw a convergence of protest 
activity and use of online media. The selection of these periods, referred to 
as ‘critical moments’, draws on the concept of ‘critical discourse moments’ – 
periods and events that create uncertainty and test ‘existing discursive positions 
and constructs, or, in contrast, may contribute to their further sedimentation’ 
(Carvalho, 2005: 6). Two sets of web-based activists’ records were analysed 
for this study: (i) the archived communications from the ‘Hector the Forest 
Protector’ action in 1998, and; (ii) the website produced jointly for the 
2003–4 Global Rescue Station action by Greenpeace and the Wilderness 
Society. Interviewees were selected based on their continuing involvement in 
the Tasmanian environmental conflict, either as journalists or activists. In this 
way, they were able to both describe the role of the internet and web during 
these critical protest events and place the function of these communications 
technologies into historical context. 
Environmental conflict in Tasmania 
Tasmania has been the site of a bitter dispute over land use and the environment 
for almost four decades. The battle to prevent the damming of Lake Pedder in 
Tasmania’s remote southwest was a seminal moment in Australian environmental 
history (Doyle, 2000: 115; Hutton, 1987: 2). While the lake was 
drowned for hydro-electricity in 1972, from the campaign emerged the modern 
environment movement in Australia (Lohrey, 2002: 9), the world’s first green 
party, the United Tasmania Group (Pybus and Flanagan, 1990: 34) and a mutual 
recognition of the value of a media–movement relationship (Lester, 2007: 42). 
The campaign to save the Franklin River, again in the southwest and earmarked 
for hydro-electric development, came a decade later.With 1272 people arrested 
in theWorld Heritage-listed wilderness over the summer of 1982–3, it has been 
described as the first environmental campaign to attain global stature (Hay, 
1991: 64), and attracted the attention and participation of international journalists, 
activists and celebrities. Throughout the 1980s, logging in various National 
Estate forests around the island prompted bitter and sometimes violent protests, 
as did ultimately abandoned plans for a massive pulp mill in 1989. The mid- 
1990s saw a protracted campaign to prevent road construction in an area in the 
state’s northwest, now known as the Tarkine. Recent debate has centred on the 
clear felling and wood chipping of old-growth forests, including in the Styx 
Valley near the Tasmanian capital, Hobart, and associated forestry practices, 
with more than 4 million tonnes of wood chips exported annually from the 
state.A newAUD1.9 billion pulp mill is set to increase woodchip production to 
7 million tonnes. Within this widespread and long-term conflict, two critical 
moments highlight the emergence of the internet as a tactical tool for environmental 
groups in Tasmania. 
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Hector the Forest Protector 
The first moment unfolded during March 1998 in the eucalyptus forests on 
the slopes of Mother Cummings Peak, in Tasmania’s north. An electrical 
engineer, Neil Smith, with help from local residents but no formal support 
from major environmental groups, constructed a platform 25 metres above 
ground in a tree in the direct path of a proposed logging road. As loggers 



moved into the area on 3 March, Smith established a tree-sit on the platform, 
with a mobile phone, computer and internet connection as his means of communication. 
Materials, excluding the computer, cost AUD600. The computer 
ran off a car-sized 12-volt battery that was charged by a solar panel with a 
pedal-powered generator as back-up. Over the next 10 days, Smith – dubbed 
Hector the Forest Protector – emailed politicians and media repeatedly, 
describing events in the forests and providing political and forests policy context. 
Smith later described his motivation for establishing the tree-sit: 
I thought this was the way to get publicity, sit up a tree on a well prepared platform 
with an Internet connection, bombard the politicians and hope the media get interested. 
They did.… It might have been a first in the world. The Americans didn’t 
indicate anyone else had ever done it quite this way. (Julia Hill, ‘Butterfly’ was 
tree-sitting ‘Luna’ a giant Californian redwood, at the time but did not personally 
use a computer on her tree-sit.) (2001: 108) 
Smith was removed from the platform and arrested by police on 12 March. 
The following day, his tree was felled and logging of the coupe continued. 
Nonetheless, Smith’s campaign was considered a success in that it drew 
national attention via news media to forestry activities in the area. 
News stories reporting this protest focused primarily on the novelty of 
Smith’s internet connection, as in this page 1 example from The Mercury, 
headlined, ‘Alone Up a Tree, Linked to the World’. 
For the past five days Hector has kept a lone vigil 25m up a tree in one of 
Tasmania’s remotest spots – to send his protest around the world. From the top 
of his stringy-bark he has set up a communications centre to draw attention to 
his mission to stop logging in a hotly disputed Western Tiers coupe. (Maguire, 
1998: 1) 
As Smith’s reflections three years later indicate, the overall success of the 
action was measured in terms of the media coverage generated: 
I could have been so much better prepared if I’d had another couple of days. In retrospect 
there were one or two things I got wrong, like the padlock on the trapdoor. 
But on the other hand I had so much good luck: I got it all in there before the boom 
gate was put in, and the support team brought the missing part; the computer 
worked; the phone worked; I did get stuff out to the media, and they did put me on 
the front page twice. (2001: 112) 
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This cheap, do-it-yourself action, which managed to attract mainstream 
news media attention, captures Lovink’s (Garcia and Lovink, 1997) notion of 
do-it-yourself tactical media nicely. It highlights both the expansion of communicative 
possibilities made possible by information technology ‘revolution’ 
and the microprocessor, the increasing affordability and ubiquity of 
personal computing and connection to the internet, and the enduring popularity 
of email as a mode of communication (Castells, 2000, 2002). This 1998 
action also highlights the emergence of ‘networked politics’ conducted and 
existing within the space of media flows (Sey and Castells, 2004). This is a 
noteworthy point, as the compression of time and space afforded by the internet 
in transmitting messages made it possible for Smith to overcome the geographical 
isolation of both the forest and northern Tasmania, allowing his 
protest to be recognized by journalists, reported nationally by the news media 
and read by citizens located in metropolitan centres both on mainland 
Australia and in Tasmania. The novelty of this type of action in 1998 contributed 
to its success. As a ‘critical moment’, its success opened up new possibilities 
for action by environmental activists and NGOs through the internet 
and web, with its example followed and up-scaled five years later. 
The Global Rescue Station 



During the southern summer of 2003–4, the strategy of ‘going online up a tree 
in a forest’ received a major capital injection and expanded significantly 
under the control of two of Australia’s largest environmental organizations, 
Greenpeace and theWilderness Society. For five months and at a total cost of 
almost AUD200,000, the two organizations combined to establish a ‘Global 
Rescue Station’ in the Styx Valley, 100 km west of the state capital Hobart. 
The station comprised a base camp and platform in a giant Eucalyptus regnans, 
65 m above ground, on which activists from countries including Japan, 
Germany, Canada and Australia maintained a vigil, with regular visits from 
Australian celebrities who supported the protest.3 Another feature differentiating 
this action from Smith’s was the fact that the area was not under immediate 
threat, allowing the action to continue for a longer period. 
It is clear from the environmental groups’ website, produced during the 
action, and subsequent interviews with organizers, that news media access 
was the primary aim of the action. On the motivation behind the decision by 
the two organizations to join forces and mount a joint operation, Wilderness 
Society campaigner Vica Bayley explained that they were able to produce a 
‘much better and much bigger story and much bigger and better spotlight on 
the forest’ (interview, 6 June 2006). The comments of Greenpeace’s Dan 
Cass reveal more fully the tactics behind the deployment of online digital 
communications: 
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It’s really just about giving the media access to the story ultimately. It’s very much 
with that, although we did also engage cyber activists who were our online supporters 
and tens of thousands of them e-mailed Japanese companies. New media is 
increasingly important, but the mainstream media is still very much the main game 
of the environmental campaigns. You do the groundwork, you build the community 
of opposition. That’s the foundation, but then the icing on the cake is still mainstream 
media opinion. That’s just how it is and that’s okay. I mean that’s where democracy 
looks at itself and judges its own values and priorities. (Dan Cass, Communications 
Team Leader, Greenpeace Australia Pacific, interview, 16 June 2006) 
News coverage in the establishment phase of the Global Rescue Station applied 
common industry/government-preferred frames to the action: ‘cheap publicity 
stunt’, ‘juvenile and meaningless’, ‘useless stunt’ and ‘a desperate bid to attract 
media attention’ (Martain, 2003a: 1; Whinnett, 2003: 7). But stories using 
movement-sponsored frames did appear alongside the criticisms, albeit less frequently, 
with the role of online communications promoting positive and continuing 
news access. Here the protest is presented both as an action to save the 
area and a highly sophisticated direct communicative strategy premised on the 
potency of making the protest visible to web users, such as in this example: 
The protesters say they will make the tree their home until the area is exempt from 
logging operations, and will share their experience with the world via the Internet. 
‘We’re going to take a stand here until the Government intervenes and does the 
right thing,’ said Greenpeace Australia/Pacific campaigns manager Danny 
Kennedy. ‘We have a satellite communications that enable web broadcasts and 
weblogs will be uploaded daily on to the Wilderness Society’s site for people 
around Australia and the world to look at.’ (Martain, 2003b: 2) 
This is a strategy underpinned by what Thompson (2005) terms a new ‘mediated 
visibility’, or making the otherwise unnoticed or unseen visible via the 
internet and networked media, and represents a change in the functioning of 
political power in relation to media representation and communications technology. 
Existing largely outside the control of broadcast systems and regulators, 
this mediated visibility brings into public view what was previously 
hidden due to spatial-temporal limitations, a process enabled by web-casts 



which overcome the distance between citizen and event, as well as circumventing 
the control of capital and government: 
The industry thought they could fix it by locking the gate at the end of the coupe. 
This is what was so beautiful about it. It was specifically to maintain communication 
with the media. They could have the biggest padlock on the biggest gate they 
could find and it wouldn’t have made a flying bit of difference. It was genuinely 
novel. (Alastair Graham, campaigner, Tasmanian Conservation Trust, interview, 
29 November 2004) 
Real-time online visibility therefore seeks to create ‘fragility’ in the legitimacy 
of and public support for politicians and powerful groups – in this case, 
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the Tasmanian State Government and logging companies – which challenger 
groups such as Greenpeace and the Wilderness Society are attempting to 
exploit. In this case, again, the isolation of the Styx Valley and Tasmania is 
overcome and leveraged by online communications, with the role and innovation 
of using the internet in this way a feature of the news stories covering 
the protest. Readers are encouraged by journalists – intentionally or unintentionally 
– to log on and see for themselves, amplifying the protest action’s 
immediacy by allowing web users to see with their own eyes and ‘bear witness’ 
to events in the valley. 
Interestingly, international news media coverage was less concerned about 
the internet’s role in the protest action, focusing instead on the height of the 
tree-sit, the nationality of the protesters involved and/or the threat to the 
forests themselves, as typified by this example: 
Environmentalists yesterday began a treetop protest to highlight the threat to the 
world’s tallest hardwood trees, endangered by logging in Australia’s island state of 
Tasmania. Greenpeace launched the ‘tree-sit’ protest in conjunction with the 
Wilderness Society, pointing out that without action the Styx forest, located near 
the state capital Hobart, would be gone within months. (Irish Examiner, 2003) 
Despite the rarity of direct reference by overseas journalists to activists’ use 
of the internet, the utility of the web in generating international media coverage 
is clear: 
I guess the benefit of having a Belgian up a tree in Tasmania is that, sure, there may 
only be diehard rusted on Greenpeace people that actually log on first up, but if 
they tell someone else…it starts to spread, especially if it starts to get in the mainstream 
media over there. We did see a bit of that second-round media coverage, 
especially in Japan, of people who saw the website, maybe saw it on the 
Greenpeace website as well, and then it started to bite within the media. The 
Japanese photographers and journalists that I took through the Styx over that campaign 
I can’t count, but it was definitely in the double figures, which is significant. 
(Vica Bayley, campaigner, the Wilderness Society, interview, 6 June 2006) 
The internet is a tool targeted at gaining news media attention for activists, 
although built within this objective are two discrete functions. In Australian 
and local coverage it is a representational novelty or ‘point of difference’ that 
journalists can write about, thereby attracting the attention of the news journalists 
and the public to the campaign. Internationally, the internet becomes a 
mechanism valued more for its functionality, with its transnational architecture 
serving to ‘spread the word’ beyond the shores of Tasmania and mainland 
Australia. 
In relation to international attention, what emerges from the data again is 
the clear priority and value accorded to coverage from major news media outlets. 
The amount of website activity generated and the matter of whether logging 
has been stopped are significant issues, with over 19,000 visits to the 
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Global Rescue Station website in the first month of the action (Greenpeace, 
2003). But, in terms of understanding the strategic and tactical logic of environmental 
protest here, the following statements indicate that it is the cultural 
and political legitimacy that accompanies coverage in a news publication like 
the The Guardian or LA Times that affords particular satisfaction: 
The campaign to save the Styx has received international attention since the launch. 
Media coverage in countries such as Mexico, Japan, Italy and South Africa has put 
the issue of Tasmania’s forests on the world stage. (Greenpeace, 2004a) 
The tree sit has been inhabited by environmentalists from Australia, Japan, Canada 
and Germany for four months now, attracting the national and international media 
attention and launching the issue into the international spotlight. (Greenpeace, 
2004b) 
‘Reports in UK Newspaper The Guardian, the LA Times and on BBC TV have 
brought this issue to a global audience – Tasmania’s threatened forests are already 
on the international agenda,’ she said. Major international media outlets have visited 
the Styx, airing the story in countries such as Japan, Germany, the US, The 
Netherlands, Denmark, Belgium and the UK, and Opposition Leader Mark 
Latham’s visit to the Styx last month further build on the campaign’s momentum. 
(Greenpeace, 2004c) 
In line with the findings of our previous study (Hutchins and Lester, 2006), 
these comments highlight the common notion that, without print or television 
news coverage, environmental action and values lose both legitimacy and 
effect and fail to appear on mainstream political and cultural agendas 
(Castells, 2004b). It is this fact which highlights a key problem or crisis in 
contemporary politics – politics is fundamentally framed ‘by the inherent 
logic of the media system’, which means proposals and causes that do not 
appear in the news media are thought to have no hope of attracting broad, 
widespread support (Castells, 2004b: 375).We turn to this issue and possible 
future directions in the concluding discussion with the help of Nick Couldry 
(2000, 2003a, 2003b, 2006; Couldry and Curran, 2003a; see also Bennett, 
2003) and his critical challenge to this prevailing order. 
Media power 
This article reaches an analytically ambivalent conclusion when viewed from 
the perspective of media power – ‘the concentration in media institutions of the 
symbolic power of “constructing reality” (both factual representations and 
credible fictions)’ (Couldry, 2000: 4) – and its operation.4 The examples presented 
exhibit the characteristics of strategic cleverness and tactical effectiveness 
in the pursuit of national and international news media coverage. But their 
impact largely stops at this point, failing to effect genuine transformation in the 
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structural distribution of media and political power, neither subverting nor 
re-routing the heavy concentration of symbolic control exercised by print and 
television news media over the representation of environmental issues and 
politics. In pursuing news media coverage so determinedly, Hector, Greenpeace 
and the Wilderness Society willingly and enthusiastically reinforce a ‘mediacentric’ 
(Couldry, 2006) worldview, actively bolstering the popular assumption 
that news media possess a privileged and naturalized role in representing and 
anchoring ‘reality’, which, in this case, is the effectiveness and validity of environmental 
protest and causes. Even in the case discussed earlier where a ‘new 
mediated visibility’ (Thompson, 2005) is evident, this is not used to destabilize 
established patterns of political and media power, but rather reinforces and 
entrenches them as this visibility is used as a pivot in news media coverage. 
This overall situation is ironic given that environmental politics, as stated 
earlier, attempts to ‘value life and the natural environment of all forms of life, 



against the interests of wealth, power, and technology’, with corporate news 
media forming a key part of these interests in a globalized, neoliberal age 
(Miller, 2006). 
What is missing from the interview data is an emphasis on the capacity of 
the internet and the web for sustainable self-representation (see Couldry, 
2003b). Systematic and ongoing experimentation with self-representation via 
online communication promises to avoid both the fickleness of changing 
news agendas, the vicissitudes of reporting and editorial practices, and the 
contending corporate interests of large-scale news conglomerates. For 
instance, it is notable that few of the interviewees discuss in detail the possibilities 
for direct interaction with users (other than journalists) offered by 
websites, the potential of participatory media and online citizen journalism, 
and the use-value of community-driven wikis, blogs, vlogs and video-hosting 
sites. The continuing diffusion and growth of the internet and digital media 
means that ‘new media’ are actually everyday media (at least in developed 
economies), and it is in these mechanisms and networked media practices that 
the real potential of online communication resides for environmental politics 
into the future. Both philosophically and practically, initiating a strategic 
move away from a reliance on news media outlets to publicize environmental 
messages pairs the discourse of ecological sustainability with informational 
sustainability. This approach offers both a steadily expanding avenue for 
information dissemination and discussion, and a lessening reliance on journalists 
to report protest actions and important events. Furthermore, we see the 
likely success of such a shift is significantly improved by rapidly rising levels 
of social, political and scientific concern about the impact of global warming 
and climate change. These developments indicate that environmental 
politics and issues are no longer the preserve of ‘sectional’ or ‘special interest’ 
lobby groups, but are increasingly and more appropriately located within 
the broad domain of contemporary citizenship (Miller, 2006). This growing 
awareness of pressing environmental problems suggests that a reduced 
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reliance on news media to relay or mediate messages and actions is not only 
possible, but strategically and politically desirable as increasing numbers of 
concerned citizens independently seek out information that is not mediated or 
diluted by the interests of the state, capital and/or corporate media. 
The long-term poverty of the strategy of using the internet primarily to 
attract the attention of journalists is also revealed by analogy to a basic tenet 
of economics, the law of diminishing returns. The return on this online strategy 
in garnering national and international news media coverage is likely to 
lessen each time it is used, as the innovative and novel is reduced to the routine 
and banal, a point supported by the history of environmental protest 
(Hutchins and Lester, 2006; Lester, 2007). Journalists are less likely to regard 
online protest action as newsworthy as time passes, either ignoring it or 
reverting back to the preferred story frames of government and industry – 
‘publicity stunts’, ‘meaningless’, ‘desperate’. In avoiding the closed-loop of 
news media–environmentalist relations, investment in online communication 
infrastructures that create a sustainable foundation for self-representation is 
an advisable course of action, albeit one in which progress and impact are 
more likely to be incremental than spectacular. 
This study has examined the complex nature of the relationship between 
new media technologies, news media and protest action in environmental 
politics. Given the fact that environmental protection and preservation are 
perhaps the key global challenge of our time, there is a pressing need for ongoing, 



longitudinal research that monitors the subtle shifts and changing dynamics 
in communications technologies, professional practices, organizational 
structures and, importantly, political power. Our research has shown that the 
‘old’ news media is proving resilient, maintaining its privileged position at the 
core of environmental politics. Thus the environmental movement, at the very 
least, needs to re-evaluate its dominant communications strategy of attracting 
news media coverage in order to properly leverage the tactical and participatory 
potential of the internet and web as modes of communication. 
Notes 
1. Cass, interview, 16 June 2006; Montgomery, interview, 25 November. 
2. This term is used in the knowledge that the environmental movement(s) is 
diverse in its make-up and activities. For a discussion of the dimensions of environmental 
politics in Australia see Tranter (2004). 
3. Visitors included singers Jimmy Barnes, Olivia Newton-John and John Butler, 
and popular author Bryce Courtenay (see Lester, 2006). 
4. Couldry’s theorization of media power and his challenge to its dominance in 
the determining of social reality is far more thoroughgoing than indicated here, 
where his theories and concepts are drawn on selectively in order to analyse the 
interaction between environmental protest and media practices. Nonetheless, 
Couldry offers directions for further analysis, supplying theoretical tools and supporting 
empirical evidence (Couldry, 2000; Couldry and Curran, 2003b; Couldry 
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et al., 2007) that open up the possibility of envisioning a social world where media 
are not the primary site of symbolic power in the definition of ‘reality’, as understood 
environmentally or otherwise. This is no small feat in an age where it is also 
said that media, communication and information flows define the logic and structure 
of social relations (Lash, 2002). 
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SOCIAL SPACE AND SYMBOLIC POWER* 

PIERRE BOURDIEU 

College (re France 

I would like, within the limits of a lecture, 
to try and present the theoretical principles 
which are at the base of the research 
whose results are presented in my book 
Distinction (Bourdieu 1984a), and draw 
out those of its theoretical implications 
that are most likely to elude its readers, 
particularly here in the United States, due 
to the differences between our respective 
cultural and scholarly traditions. 

If I had to characterize my work in two 
words, that is, as is the fashion these days, 
to label it, I would speak of constructivist 
structuralism or of structuralist constructiv- 
ism, taking the word structuralism in a 
sense very different from the one it has 
acquired in the Saussurean or Levi-Straus- 
sian tradition. By structuralism or struc- 
turalist, I mean that there exist, within the 
social world itself and not only within 
symbolic systems (language, myths, etc.), 
objective structures independent of the 
consciousness and will of agents, which are 
capable of guiding and constraining their 
practices or their representations. By con- 
structivism, I mean that there is a twofold 
social genesis, on the one hand of the 
schemes of perception, thought, and action 
which are constitutive of what I call habitus, 
and on the other hand of social structures, 
and particularly of what I call fields and of 
groups, notably those we ordinarily call 
social classes. 

I think that it is particularly necessary to 
set the record straight here: indeed, the 
hazards of translation are such that, for 
instance, my book Reproduction in Edu- 
cation, Society and Culture (Bourdieu and 
Passeron 1977) is well known, which will 
lead certain commentators-and some of 
them have not hesitated to do so-to 
classify me squarely among the structural- 

* This is the text of a lecture delivered at the 
University of California, San Diego, in March of 
1986, translated from the French by Loic J. D. 
Wacquant. A French version appeared in Pierre 
Bourdieu, Choses dites (Paris, Editions de Minuit, 
1987, pp. 147-166). 

ists, while works that come from a much 
earlier period (so old, in fact, that they 
even precede the emergence of the typically 
"constructivist" writings on the same topics) 
and which would probably make them 
perceive me as a "constructivist" have 
characteristically been ignored. Thus, in a 
book entitled Pedagogic Relationship and 
Communication (Bourdieu et al. 1965), we 
showed how the social relation of under- 
standing in the classroom is constructed in 
and through misunderstanding, or in spite 
of misunderstanding; how teachers and 
students agree, by a sort of tacit transaction 
tacitly guided by the concern to minimize 
costs and risks, to agree on a minimal 
definition of the situation of communi- 
cation. Likewise, in another study entitled 
"The Categories of Professorial Judgment" 
(Bourdieu and de Saint Martin 1975), we 
tried to analyze the genesis and functioning 
of the categories of perception and appre- 
ciation through which professors construct 
an image of their students, of their per- 
formance and of their value, and (re)pro- 
duce, through practices of cooptation 
guided by the same categories, the very 
group of their colleagues and the faculty. I 
now close this digression and return to my 
argument. 

Speaking in the most general terms, social 
science, be it anthropology, sociology or 
history, oscillates between two seemingly 
incompatible points of view, two apparently 
irreconcilable perspectives: objectivism and 
subjectivism or, if you prefer, between 
physicalism and psychologism (which can 
take on various colorings, phenomeno- 
logical, semiological, etc.). On the one 
hand, it can "treat social facts as things," 
according to the old Durkheimian precept, 
and thus leave out everything that they 
owe to the fact that they are objects of 
knowledge, of cognition-or misrecog- 
nition-within social existence. On the 
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other hand, it can reduce the social world 
to the representations that agents have of 
it, the task of social science consisting then 
in producing an "account of the accounts" 
produced by social subjects. 

Rarely are these two positions expressed 
and above all realized in scientific practice 
in such a radical and contrasted manner. 
We know that Durkheim is no doubt, 
together with Marx, the one who expressed 
the objectivist position in the most consistent 
manner. "We believe this idea to be 
fruitful, he wrote (Durkheim 1970, p. 
250), that social life must be explained, not 
by the conception of those who participate 
in it, but by deep causes which lie outside 
of consciousness." However, being a good 
Kantian, Durkheim was not unaware of 
the fact that this reality can only be 
grasped by employing logical instruments, 
categories, classifications. This being said, 
objectivist physicalism often goes hand in 
hand with the positivist proclivity to con- 
ceive classifications as mere "operational" 
partitions, or as the mechanical recording 
of breaks or "objective" discontinuities (as 
in statistical distributions for instance). 

It is no doubt in the work of Alfred 
Schutz and of the ethnomethodologists 
that one would find the purest expression 
of the subjectivist vision. Thus Schutz 
(1962, p. 59) embraces the standpoint 
exactly opposite to Durkheini's: "The 
observational field of the social scientist- 
social reality-has a specific meaning and 
relevance structure for the human beings 
living, acting, and thinking within it. By a 
series of common-sense constructs, they 
have pre-selected and pre-interpreted this 
world which they experience as the reality 
of their daily life. It is these thought 
objects of theirs which determine their 
behavior by motivating it. The thought 
objects constructed by the social scientist 
in order to grasp this social reality have to 
be founded upon the thought objects 
constructed by the common-sense thinking 
of men, living their daily life within their 
social world. Thus, the constructs of the 
social sciences are, so to speak, constructs 
of the second degree, that is, constructs of 
the constructs made by the actors on the 
social scene." The opposition is total: in 
the first instance, scientific knowledge can 

be obtained only by means of a break with 
primary representations-called "pre- 
notions" in Durkheim and "ideologies" in 
Marx-leading to unconscious causes. In 
the second instance, scientific knowledge 
is in continuity with common sense knowl- 
edge, since it is nothing but a "construct of 
constructs." 

If I have somewhat belabored this 
opposition-one of the most harmful of 
these "paired concepts" which, as Reinhard 
Bendix and Bennett Berger (1959) have 
shown, pervade the social sciences-it is 
because the most steadfast (and, in my 
eyes, the most important) intention guiding 
my work has been to overcome it. At the 
risk of appearing quite obscure, I could 
sum up in one phrase the gist of the 
analysis I am putting forth today: on the 
one hand, the objective structures that the 
sociologist constructs, in the objectivist 
moment, by setting aside the subjective 
representations of the agents, form the 
basis for these representations and consti- 
tute the structural constraints that bear 
upon interactions; but, on the other hand, 
these representations must also be taken 
into consideration particularly if one wants 
to account for the daily struggles, individual 
and collective, which purport to transform 
or to preserve these structures. This means 
that the two moments, the objectivist and 
the subjectivist, stand in a dialectical 
relationship (Bourdieu 1977) and that, for 
instance, even if the subjectivist moment 
seems very close, when taken separately, 
to interactionist or ethnomethodological 
analyses, it still differs radically from 
them: points of view are grasped as such 
and related to the positions they occupy in 
the structure of agents under consideration. 

In order to transcend the artificial oppo- 
sition that is thus created between structures 
and representations, one must also break 
with the mode of thinking which Cassirer 
(1923) calls substantialist and which inclines 
one to recognize no reality other than 
those that are available to direct intuition 
in ordinary experience, i.e., individuals 
and groups. The major contribution of 
what must rightly be called the structuralist 
revolution consists in having applied to the 
social world the relational mode of thinking 
which is that of modern mathematics and 
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physics, and which identifies the real not 
with substances but with relations (Bourdieu 
1968). The "social reality" which Durkheim 
spoke of is an ensemble of invisible rela- 
tions, those very relations which constitute 
a space of positions external to each other 
and defined by their proximity to, neighbor- 
hood with, or distance from each other, 
and also by their relative position, above 
or below or yet in between, in the middle. 
Sociology, in its objectivist moment, is a 
social topology, an analysis situs as they 
called this new branch of mathematics in 
Leibniz's time, an analysis of relative 
positions and of the objective relations 
between these positions. 

This relational mode of thinking is at the 
point of departure of the construction 
presented in Distinction. It is a fair bet, 
however, that the space, that is, the system 
of relations, will go unnoticed by the 
reader, despite the use of diagrams (and of 
correspondence analysis, a very sophisti- 
cated form of factorial analysis). This is 
due, first, to the fact that the substantialist 
mode of thinking is easier to adopt and 
flows more "naturally." Secondly, this is 
because, as often happens, the means one 
has to use to construct social space and to 
exhibit its structure risk concealing the 
results they enable one to reach. The 
groups that must be constructed in order 
to objectivize the positions they occupy 
hide those positions. Thus the chapter of 
Distinction devoted to the different fractions 
of the dominant class will be read as a 
description of the various lifestyles of 
these fractions, instead of an analysis of 
locations in the space of positions of 
power-what I call the field of power. 
(Parenthesis: one may see here that changes 
in vocabulary are at once the condition 
and the product of a break with the 
ordinary representation associated with 
the idea of "ruling class"). 

At this point of the discussion, we can 
compare social space to a geographic space 
within which regions are divided up. But 
this space is constructed in such a way that 
the closer the agents, groups or institutions 
which are situated within this space, the 
more common properties they have; and 
the more distant, the fewer. Spatial dis- 
tances-on paper-coincide with social 

distances. Such is not the case in real 
space. It is true that one can observe 
almost everywhere a tendency toward 
spatial segregation, people who are close 
together in social space tending to find 
themselves, by choice or by necessity, 
close to one another in geographic space; 
nevertheless, people who are very distant 
from each other in social space can en- 
counter one another and interact, if only 
briefly and intermittently, in physical space. 
Interactions, which bring immediate grati- 
fication to those with empiricist dispositions 
-they can be observed, recorded, filmed, 
in sum, they are tangible, one can "reach 
out and touch them"-mask the structures 
that are realized in them. This is one of 
those cases where the visible, that which is 
immediately given, hides the invisible which 
determines it. One thus forgets that the 
truth of any interaction is never entirely to 
be found within the interaction as it avails 
itself for observation. One example will 
suffice to bring out the difference between 
structure and interaction and, at the same 
time, between the structuralist vision I 
defend as a necessary (but not sufficient) 
moment of research and the so-called 
interactionist vision in all its forms (and 
especially ethnomethodology). I have in 
mind what I call strategies of condescension, 
those strategies by which agents who 
occupy a higher position in one of the 
hierarchies of objective space symbolically 
deny the social distance between them- 
selves and others, a distance which does 
not thereby cease to exist, thus reaping the 
profits of the recognition granted to a 
purely symbolic denegation of distance 
("she is unaffected," "he is not highbrow" 
or "stand-offish," etc.) which implies a 
recognition of distances. (The expressions 
I just quoted always have an implicit rider: 
"she is unaffected, for a duchess," "he is 
not so highbrow, for a university professor," 
and so on.) In short, one can use objective 
distances in such a way as to cumulate the 
advantages of propinquity and the advan- 
tages of distance, that is, distance and the 
recognition of distance warranted by its 
symbolic denegation. 

How can we concretely grasp these 
objective relations which are irreducible to 
the interactions by which they manifest 
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themselves? These objective relations are 
the relations between positions occupied 
within the distributions of the resources 
which are or may become active, effective, 
like aces in a game of cards, in the 
competition for the appropriation of scarce 
goods of which this social universe is the 
site. According to my empirical investi- 
gations, these fundamental powers are 
economic capital (in its different forms), 
cultural capital, social capital, and symbolic 
capital, which is the form that the various 
species of capital assume when they are 
perceived and recognized as legitimate 
(Bourdieu 1986a). Thus agents are distri- 
buted in the overall social space, in the 
first dimension, according to the overall 
volume of capital they possess and, in the 
second dimension, according to the struc- 
ture of their capital, that is, the relative 
weight of the different species of capital, 
economic and cultural, in the total volume 
of their assets. 

The misunderstanding that the analyses 
proposed particularly in Distinction elicit 
are thus due to the fact that classes on 
paper are liable to being apprehended as 
real groups. This realist (mis)reading is 
objectively encouraged by the fact that 
social space is so constructed that agents 
who occupy similar or neighboring posi- 
tions are placed in similar conditions and 
subjected to similar conditionings, and 
therefore have every chance of having 
similar dispositions and interests, and thus 
of producing practices that are themselves 
similar. The dispositions acquired in the 
position occupied imply an adjustment to 
this position, what Goffman calls the 
"sense of one's place." It is this sense of 
one's place which, in interactions, leads 
people whom we call in French "les gens 
modestes," "common folks," to keep to 
their common place, and the others to 
"keep their distance," to "maintain their 
rank", and to "not get familiar." These 
strategies, it should be noted in passing, 
may be perfectly unconscious and take the 
form of what is called timidity or arrogance. 
In effect, social distances are inscribed in 
bodies or, more precisely, into the relation 
to the body, to language and to time-so 
many structural aspects of practice ignored 
by the subjectivist vision. 

Add to this the fact that this sense of 
one's place, and the affinities of habitus 
experienced as sympathy or antipathy, are 
at the basis of all forms of cooptation, 
friendships, love affairs, marriages, asso- 
ciations, and so on, thus of all the relation- 
ships that are lasting and sometimes 
sanctioned by law, and you will see that 
everything leads one to think that classes 
on paper are real groups-all the more 
real in that the space is better constructed 
and the units cut into this space are 
smaller. If you want to launch a political 
movement or even an association, you will 
have a better chance of bringing together 
people who are in the same sector of social 
space (for instance, in the northwest region 
of the diagram, where intellectuals are) 
than if you want to bring together people 
situated in regions at the four corners of 
the diagram. 

But just as subjectivism inclines one to 
reduce structures to visible interactions, 
objectivism tends to deduce actions and 
interactions from the structure. So the 
crucial error, the theoreticist error that 
you find in Marx, would consist in treating 
classes on paper as real classes, in con- 
cluding from the objective homogeneity of 
conditions, of conditionings, and thus of 
dispositions, which flows from the identity 
of position in social space, that the agents 
involved exist as a unified group, as a class. 
The notion of social space allows us to go 
beyond the alternative of realism and 
nominalism when it comes to social classes 
(Bourdieu 1985): the political work aimed 
at producing social classes as corporate 
bodies, permanent groups endowed with 
permanent organs or representation, 
acronyms, etc., is all the more likely to 
succeed when the agents that it seeks to 
assemble, to unify, to constitute into a 
group, are closer to each other in social 
space (and therefore belonging to the 
same theoretical class). Classes in Marx's 
sense have to be made through a political 
work that has all the more chance of 
succeeding when it is armed with a theory 
that is well-founded in reality, thus more 
capable of exerting a theory effect-theo- 
rein, in Greek, means to see-that is, of 
imposing a vision of divisions. 

With the theory effect, we have escaped 
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pure physicalism, but without foresaking 
the gains of the objectivist phase: groups, 
such as social classes, are to be made. They 
are not given in "social reality." The title 
of E.P. Thompson's (1963) famous book 
The Making of the English Working Class 
must be taken quite literally: the working 
class such as it may appear to us today, 
through the words meant to designate it, 
"working class," "proletariat," "workers," 
"labor movement," and so on, through the 
organizations that are supposed to express 
its will, through the logos, bureaus, locals, 
flags, etc., is a well-founded historical 
artefact (in the sense in which Durkheim 
said that religion is a well-founded illusion). 
But this in no way means that one can 
construct anything anyhow, either in theory 
or in practice. 

II 

We have thus moved from social physics to 
social phenomenology. The "social reality" 
objectivists speak about is also an object of 
perception. And social science must take 
as its object both this reality and the 
perception of this reality, the perspectives, 
the points of view which, by virtue of their 
position in objective social space, agents 
have on this reality. The spontaneous 
visions of the social world, the "folk 
theories" ethnomethodologists talk about, 
or what I call "spontaneous sociology," 
but also scientific theories, sociology in- 
cluded, are part of social reality, and, like 
Marxist theory for instance, can acquire a 
truly real power of construction. 

The objectivist break with pre-notions, 
ideologies, spontaneous sociology, and 
"folk theories," is an inevitable, necessary 
moment of the scientific enterprise-you 
cannot do without it, as do interactionism, 
ethnomethodology, and all these forms of 
social psychology which rest content with a 
phenomenal vision of the social world, 
without exposing yourself to grave mis- 
takes. But it is necessary to effect a second 
and more difficult break with objectivism, 
by reintroducing, in a second stage, what 
had to be excluded in order to construct 
objective reality. Sociology must include a 
sociology of the perception of the social 
world, that is, a sociology of the construc- 

tion of visions of the world which them- 
selves contribute to the construction of this 
world. But, having constructed social space, 
we know that these points of view, as the 
word itself suggests, are views taken from 
a certain point, that is, from a determinate 
position within social space. And we also 
know that there will be different or even 
antagonistic points of view, since points of 
view depend on the point from which they 
are taken, since the vision that every agent 
has of the space depends on his or her 
position in that space. 

By doing this, we repudiate the universal 
subject, the transcendental ego of phenom- 
enology that ethnomethodologists have 
taken over as their own. No doubt agents 
do have an active apprehension of the 
world. No doubt they do construct their 
vision of the world. But this construction is 
carried out under structural constraints. 
One may even explain in sociological 
terms what appears to be a universal 
property of human experience, namely, 
the fact that the familiar world tends to be 
"taken for granted," perceived as natural. 
If the social world tends to be perceived as 
evident and to be grasped, to use Husserl's 
(1983) expression, in a doxic modality, this 
is because the dispositions of agents, their 
habitus, that is, the mental structures 
through which they apprehend the social 
world, are essentially the product of the 
internalization of the structures of that 
world. As perceptive dispositions tend to 
be adjusted to position, agents, even the 
most disadvantaged ones, tend to perceive 
the world as natural and to accept it much 
more readily than one might imagine- 
especially when you look at the situation 
of the dominated through the social eyes 
of a dominant. 

So the search for invariant forms of 
perception or of construction of social 
reality masks different things: firstly, that 
this construction is not carried out in a 
social vacuum but subjected to structural 
constraints; secondly, that structuring 
structures, cognitive structures, are them- 
selves socially structured because they 
have a social genesis; thirdly, that the 
construction of social reality is not only an 
individual enterprise but may also become 
a collective enterprise. But the so-called 
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microsociological vision leaves out a good 
number of other things: as often happens 
when you look too closely, you cannot see 
the wood from the tree; and above all, 
failing to construct the space of positions 
leaves you no chance of seeing the point 
from which you see what you see. 

Thus the representations of agents vary 
with their position (and with the interest 
associated with it) and with their habitus, 
as a system of schemes of perception and 
appreciation of practices, cognitive and 
evaluative structures which are acquired 
through the lasting experience of a social 
position. Habitus is both a system of 
schemes of production of practices and a 
system of perception and appreciation of 
practices. And, in both of these dimen- 
sions, its operation expresses the social 
position in which it was elaborated. Con- 
sequently, habitus produces practices and 
representations which are available for 
classification, which are objectively differ- 
entiated; however, they are immediately 
perceived as such only by those agents who 
possess the code, the classificatory schemes 
necessary to understand their social mean- 
ing. Habitus thus implies a "sense of one's 
place" but also a "sense of the place of 
others." For example, we say of a piece of 
clothing, a piece of furniture, or a book: 
"that looks pretty bourgeois" or "that's 
intellectual." What are the social conditions 
of possibility of such a judgment? First, it 
presupposes that taste (or habitus) as a 
system of schemes of classification, is 
objectively referred, via the social con- 
ditionings that produced it, to a social 
condition: agents classify themselves, ex- 
pose themselves to classification, by 
choosing, in conformity with their taste, 
different attributes (clothes, types of food, 
drinks, sports, friends) that go well together 
and that go well with them or, more 
exactly, suit their position. To be more 
precise, they choose, in the space of 
available goods and services, goods that 
occupy a position in this space homologous 
to the position they themselves occupy in 
social space. This makes for the fact that 
nothing classifies somebody more than the 
way he or she classifies. Secondly, a 
classificatory judgment such as "that's 
petty bourgeois" presupposes that, as 

socialized agents, we are capable of per- 
ceiving the relation between practices or 
representations and positions in social 
space (as when we guess a person's social 
position from her accent). Thus, through 
habitus, we have a world of common 
sense, a world that seems self-evident. 

I have so far adopted the perspective of 
the perceiving subject and I have mentioned 
the principal cause of variations in per- 
ception, namely, position in social space. 
But what about variations whose principle 
is found on the side of the object, in this 
space itself? It is true that the correspon- 
dence that obtains, through habitus (dis- 
positions, taste), between positions and 
practices, preferences exhibited, opinions 
expressed, and so on, means that the social 
world does not present itself as pure chaos, 
as totally devoid of necessity and liable to 
being constructed in any way one likes. 
But this world does not present itself as 
totally structured either, or as capable of 
imposing upon every perceiving subject 
the principles of its own construction. The 
social world may be uttered and constructed 
in different ways according to different 
principles of vision and division-for 
example, economic divisions and ethnic 
divisions. If it is true that, in advanced 
societies, economic and cultural factors 
have the greatest power of differentiation, 
the fact remains that the potency of eco- 
nomic and social differences is never so 
great that one cannot organize agents on 
the basis of other principles of division- 
ethnic, religious, or national ones, for 
instance. 

Despite this potential plurality of possible 
structurings-what Weber called the Viel- 
seitigkeit of the given-it remains that the 
social world presents itself as a highly 
structured reality. This is because of a 
simple mechanism, which I want to sketch 
out briefly. Social space, as I described it 
above, presents itself in the form of agents 
endowed with different properties that are 
systematically linked among themselves: 
those who drink champagne are opposed 
to those who drink whiskey, but they are 
also opposed, in a different way, to those 
who drink red wine; those who drink 
champagne, however, have a higher chance 
than those who drink whiskey, and a far 
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greater chance than those who drink red 
wine, of having antique furniture, playing 
golf at select clubs, riding horses or going 
to see light comedies at the theater. These 
properties, when they are perceived by 
agents endowed with the pertinent cate- 
gories of perception-capable of seeing 
that playing golf makes you "look" like a 
traditional member of the old bourgeoisie 
-function, in the very reality of social life, 
as signs: differences function as distinctive 
signs and as signs of distinction, positive or 
negative, and this happens outside of any 
intention of distinction, of any conscious 
search for "conspicuous consumption." 
(This is to say, parenthetically, that my 
analyses have nothing in common with 
those of Veblen-all the more so in that 
distinction as I construe it, from the point 
of view of indigenous criteria, excludes the 
deliberate search for distinction). In other 
words, through the distribution of proper- 
ties, the social world presents itself, ob- 
jectively, as a symbolic system which is 
organized according to the logic of differ- 
ence, of differential distance. Social space 
tends to function as a symbolic space, a 
space of lifestyles and status groups 
characterized by different lifestyles. 

Thus the perception of the social world 
is the product of a double structuring: on 
the objective side, it is socially structured 
because the properties attributed to agents 
or institutions present themselves in com- 
binations that have very unequal probabili- 
ties: just as feathered animals are more 
likely to have wings than furry animals, so 
the possessors of a sophisticated mastery 
of language are more likely to be found in 
a museum than those who do not have this 
mastery. On the subjective side, it is 
structured because the schemes of percep- 
tion and appreciation, especially those 
inscribed in language itself, express the 
state of relations of symbolic power. I am 
thinking for example of pairs of adjectives 
such as heavy/light, bright/dull, etc., which 
organize taste in the most diverse domains. 
Together, these two mechanisms act to 
produce a common world, a world of 
commonsense or, at least, a minimum 
consensus on the social world. 

But, as I suggested, the objects of the 
social world can be perceived and expressed 

in a variety of ways, since they always 
include a degree of indeterminacy and 
vagueness, and, thereby, a certain degree 
of semantic elasticity. Indeed, even the 
most constant combinations of properties 
are always based on statistical connections 
between interchangeable characteristics; 
furthermore, they are subject to variations 
in time so that their meaning, insofar as it 
depends on the future, is itself held in 
suspense and relatively indeterminate. This 
objective element of uncertainty-which 
is often reinforced by the effect of categor- 
ization, since the same word can cover 
different practices-provides a basis for 
the plurality of visions of the world which 
is itself linked to the plurality of points of 
view. At the same time, it provides a base 
for symbolic struggles over the power to 
produce and to impose the legitimate 
vision of the world. (It is in the intermediate 
positions of social space, especially in the 
United States, that the indeterminacy and 
objective uncertainty of relations between 
practices and positions is at a maximum, 
and also, consequently, the intensity of 
symbolic strategies. It is easy to under- 
stand why it is this universe which provides 
the favorite site of the interactionists and 
of Goffman in particular). 

Symbolic struggles over the perception 
of the social world may take two different 
forms. On the objective side, one may act 
by actions of representation, individual or 
collective, meant to display and to throw 
into relief certain realities: I am thinking 
for instance of demonstrations whose goal 
is to exhibit a group, its size, its strength, 
its cohesiveness, to make it exist visibly 
(Champagne 1984); and, on the individual 
level, of all the strategies of presentation 
of self, so well analyzed by Goffman 
(1959, 1967), that are designed to mani- 
pulate one's self-image and especially- 
something that Goffman overlooked-the 
image of one's position in social space. On 
the subjective side, one may act by trying 
to transform categories of perception and 
appreciation of the social world, the cogni- 
tive and evaluative structures through 
which it is constructed. The categories of 
perception, the schemata of classification, 
that is, essentially, the words, the names 
which construct social reality as much as 
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they express it, are the stake par excellence 
of political struggle, which is a struggle to 
impose the legitimate principle of vision 
and division, i.e., a struggle over the 
legitimate exercise of what I call the 
"theory effect." I have shown elsewhere 
(Bourdieu 1980, 1986b), in the case of 
Kabylia, that groups-households, clans, 
or tribes-and the names that designate 
them are the instruments and stakes of 
innumerable strategies and that agents are 
endlessly occupied in the negotiation of 
their own identity. They may, for example, 
manipulate genealogy,' just as we, for 
similar reasons, manipulate the texts of the 
"founding fathers" of our discipline. Like- 
wise, on the level of the daily class struggle 
that social agents wage in an isolated and 
dispersed state, we have insults (which are 
a sort of magical attempt at categorization: 
kathegorein, from which our word "cate- 
gory" comes, originally means to accuse 
publicly), gossip, rumours, slander, innu- 
endos, and so. On the collective and more 
properly political level (Bourdieu 1981), 
we have all the strategies that aim at 
imposing a new construction of social 
reality by jettisoning the old political 
vocabulary, or at preserving the orthodox 
vision by keeping those words (which are 
often euphemisms, as in the expression 
"common folks" that I just evoked) de- 
signed to describe the social world. The 
most typical of these strategies of construc- 
tion are those which aim at retrospectively 
reconstructing a past fitted to the needs of 
the present-as when General Flemming, 
disembarking in 1917, exclaimed: "La 
Fayette, here we are!"-or at constructing 
the future, by a creative prediction designed 
to limit the ever-open sense of the present. 

These symbolic struggles, both the in- 
dividual struggles of everyday life and the 
collective, organized struggles of political 
life, have a specific logic which endows 
them with a real autonomy from the 
structures in which they are rooted. Owing 
to the fact that symbolic capital is nothing 
other than economic or cultural capital 
when it is known and recognized, when it 
is known through the categories of percep- 
tion that it imposes, symbolic relations of 
power tend to reproduce and to reinforce 
the power relations that constitute the 

structure of social space. More concretely, 
legitimation of the social world is not, as 
some believe, the product of a deliberate 
and purposive action of propagnda or 
symbolic imposition; it results, rather, from 
the fact that agents apply to the objective 
structures of the social world structures of 
perception and appreciation which are 
issued out of these very structures and 
which tend to picture the world as evident. 

Objective relations of power tend to 
reproduce themselves in relations of sym- 
bolic power. In the symbolic struggle for 
the production of common sense or, more 
precisely, for the monopoly over legitimate 
naming, agents put into action the symbolic 
capital that they have acquired in previous 
struggles and which may be juridically 
guaranteed. Thus titles of nobility, like 
educational credentials, represent true titles 
of symbolic property which give one a 
right to share in the profits of recognition. 
Here again, we must break away from 
marginalist subjectivism: symbolic order is 
not formed in the manner of a market 
price, out of the mere mechanical addition 
of individual orders. On the other hand, in 
the determination of the objective classifi- 
cation and of the hierarchy of values 
granted to individuals and groups, not all 
judgments have the same weight, and 
holders of large amounts of symbolic 
capital, the nobiles (etymologically, those 
who are well-known and recognized), are 
in a position to impose the scale of values 
most favorable to their products-notably 
because, in our societies, they hold a 
practical de facto monopoly over institutions 
which, like the school system, officially 
determine and guarantee rank. On the 
other hand, symbolic capital may be of- 
ficially sanctioned and guaranteed, and 
juridically instituted by the effect of official 
nomination (Bourdieu 1982). Official 
nomination, that is, the act whereby some- 
one is granted a title, a socially recognized 
qualification, is one of the most typical 
expressions of that monopoly over legit- 
imate symbolic violence which belongs to 
the state or to its representatives. A 
credential such as a school diploma is a 
piece of universally recognized and guaran- 
teed symbolic capital, good on all markets. 
As an official definition of an official 
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identity, it frees its holder from the symbolic 
struggle of all against all by imposing the 
universally approved perspective. 

The state, which produces the official 
classification, is in one sense the supreme 
tribunal to which Kafka (1968) refers in 
The Trial when Block says to the attorney 
who claims to be one of the "great attor- 
neys:" "Of course, anybody can say he is 
'great', if he likes to, but in these matters 
the question is decided by the practices of 
the court." Science need not choose be- 
tween relativism and absolutism: the truth 
of the social world is at stake in the 
struggles between agents who are unequally 
equipped to reach an absolute, i.e., self- 
fulfilling vision. The legal consecration of 
symbolic capital confers upon a perspective 
an absolute, universal value, thus snatching 
it from a relativity that is by definition 
inherent in every point of view, as a view 
taken from a particular point in social 
space. 

There is an official point of view, which 
is the point of view of officials and which is 
expressed in official discourse. This dis- 
course, as Aaron Cicourel has shown, 
fulfils three functions. First, it performs a 
diagnostic, that is, an act of knowledge or 
cognition which begets recognition and 
which, quite often, tends to assert what a 
person or a thing is and what it is 
universally, for every possible person, thus 
objectively. It is, as Kafka clearly saw, an 
almost divine discourse which assigns 
everyone an identity. In the second place, 
administrative discourse says, through 
directives, orders, prescriptions, etc., what 
people have to do, given what they are. 
Thirdly, it says what people have actually 
done, as in authorized accounts such as 
police records. In each case, official dis- 
course imposes a point of view, that of the 
institution, especially via questionnaires, 
official forms, and so on. This point of 
view is instituted as legitimate point of 
view, that is, a point of view that everyone 
has to recognize at least within the bound- 
aries of a definite society. The representa- 
tive of the state is the repository of 
common sense: official nominations and 
academic credentials tend to have a uni- 
versal value on all markets. The most 
typical effect of the raison d'Etat is the 

effect of codification which is at work in 
such mundane operations as the granting 
of a certificate: an expert, physician or 
jurist, is someone who is appointed to 
produce a point of view which is recognized 
as transcendent over particular points of 
view-in the form of sickness notes, cer- 
tificates of competence or incompetence- 
a point of view which confers universally 
recognized rights on the holder of the 
certificate. The state thus appears as the 
central bank which guarantees all certifi- 
cates. One may say of the state, in the 
terms Leibniz used about God, that it is 
the "geometral locus of all perspectives." 
This is why one may generalize Weber's 
well-known formula and see in the state 
the holder of the monopoly of legitimate 
symbolic violence. Or, more precisely, the 
state is a referee, albeit a powerful one, in 
struggles over this monopoly. 

But in the struggle for the production 
and imposition of the legitimate vision of 
the social world, the holders of bureaucratic 
authority never establish an absolute 
monopoly, even when they add the auth- 
ority of science to their bureaucratic 
authority, as government economists do. 
In fact, there are always, in any society, 
conflicts between symbolic powers that aim 
at imposing the vision of legitimate divisions, 
that is, at constructing groups. Symbolic 
power, in this sense, is a power of "world- 
making." "World-making" consists, ac- 
cording to Nelson Goodman (1978), "in 
separating and reuniting, often in the same 
operation," in carrying out a decomposition, 
an analysis, and a composition, a synthesis, 
often by the use of labels. Social classifi- 
cations, as is the case in archaic societies 
where they often work through dualist 
oppositions (masculine/feminine, high/low, 
strong/weak, etc.), organize the perception 
of the social world and, under certain 
conditions, can really organize the world 
itself. 

III 

So we can now examine under what 
conditions a symbolic power can become a 
power of constitution, by taking the term, 
with Dewey, both in its philosophical 
sense and in its political sense: that is, a 
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power to preserve or to transform objective 
principles of union and separation, of 
marriage and divorce, of association and 
dissociation, which are at work in the 
social world; the power to conserve or to 
transform current classifications in matters 
of gender, nation, region, age, and social 
status, and this through the words used to 
designate or to describe individuals, groups 
or institutions. 

To change the world, one has to change 
the ways of world-making, that is, the 
vision of the world and the practical 
operations by which groups are produced 
and reproduced. Symbolic power, whose 
form par excellence is the power to make 
groups (groups that are already established 
and have to be consecrated or groups that 
have yet to be constituted such as the 
Marxian proletariat), rests on two con- 
ditions. Firstly, as any form of performative 
discourse, symbolic power has to be based 
on the possession of symbolic capital. The 
power to impose upon other minds a 
vision, old or new, of social divisions 
depends on the social authority acquired in 
previous struggles. Symbolic capital is a 
credit; it is the power granted to those who 
have obtained sufficient recognition to be 
in a position to impose recognition. In this 
way, the power of constitution, a power to 
make a new group, through mobilization, 
or to make it exist by proxy, by speaking 
on its behalf as an authorized spokesperson, 
can be obtained only as the outcome of a 
long process of institutionalization, at the 
end of which a representative is instituted, 
who receives from the group the power to 
make the group. 

Secondly, symbolic efficacy depends on 
the degree to which the vision proposed is 
founded in reality. Obviously, the con- 
struction of groups cannot be a construction 
ex nihilo. It has all the more chance of 
succeeding the more it is founded in 
reality, that is, as I indicated, in the 
objective affinities between the agents who 
have to be brought together. The "theory 
effect" is all the more powerful the more 
adequate the theory is. Symbolic power is 
the power to make things with words. It is 
only if it is true, that is, adequate to things, 
that description makes things. In this 
sense, symbolic power is a power of con- 

secration or revelation, the power to conse- 
crate or to reveal things that are already 
there. Does this mean that it does nothing? 
In fact, as a constellation which, according 
to Nelson Goodman (1978), begins to exist 
only when it is selected and designated as 
such, a group, a class, a gender, a region, 
or a nation begins to exist as such, for 
those who belong to it as well as for the 
others, only when it is distinguished, 
according to one principle or another, 
from other groups, that is, through knowl- 
edge and recognition (connaissance et 
reconnaissance). 

We can thus, I hope, better understand 
what is at stake in the struggle over the 
existence or non-existence of classes. The 
struggle over classifications is a funda- 
mental dimension of class struggle. The 
power to impose and to inculcate a vision 
of divisions, that is, the power to make 
visible and explicit social divisions that are 
implicit, is political power par excellence. 
It is the power to make groups, to mani- 
pulate the objective structure of society. 
As with constellations, the performative 
power of designation, of naming, brings 
into existence in an instituted, constituted 
form (i.e., as a "corporate body," a cor- 
poratio, as the medieval canonists studied 
by Kantorovicz [1981] said), what existed 
up until then only as a collectio personarium 
plurium, a collection of varied persons, a 
purely additive series of merely juxtaposed 
individuals. 

Here, if we bear in mind the main 
problem that I have tried to solve today, 
that of knowing how one can make things 
(i.e., groups) with words, we are confronted 
with one last question, the question of the 
mysterium of the ministerium, as the canon- 
ists liked to put it (Bourdieu 1984b): how 
does the spokesperson come to be invested 
with the full power to act and to speak in 
the name of the group which he or she 
produces by the magic of the slogan, the 
watchword, or the command, and by his 
mere existence as an incarnation of the 
collective? As the king in archaic societies, 
Rex, who, according to Benveniste (1969), 
is entrusted with the task of regere fines 
and regere sacra, of tracing out and stating 
the boundaries between groups and, there- 
by, of bringing them into existence as 
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such, the leader of a trade union or of a 
political party, the civil servant or the 
expert invested with state authority, all are 
so many personifications of a social fiction 
to which they give life, in and through 
their very being, and from which they 
receive in return their power. The spokes- 
person is the substitute of the group which 
fully exists only through this delegation 
and which acts and speaks through him. 
He is the group made man, personified. As 
the canonists said: status, the position, is 
magistratus, the magistrate who holds it; 
or, as Louis XIV proclaimed, "L'Etat, 
c'est moi;" or again, in Robespierre's 
words, "I am the People." The class (or 
the people, the nation, or any other 
otherwise elusive social collective) exists if 
and when there exist agents who can say 
that they are the class, by the mere fact of 
speaking publicly, officially, in its place, 
and of being recognized as entitled to do 
so by the people who thereby recognize 
themselves as members of the class, people 
or nation, or of any other social reality that 
a realist construction of the world can 
invent and impose. 

I hope that I was able, despite my 
limited linguistic capabilities, to convince 
you that complexity lies within social 
reality and not in a somewhat decadent 
desire to say complicated things. "The 
simple, wrote Bachelard (1985), is never 
but the simplified." And he demonstrated 
that science has never progressed except 
by questioning simple ideas. It seems to 
me that such questioning is particularly 
needed in the social sciences since, for all 
the reasons I have said, we tend too easily 
to satisfy ourselves with the commonplaces 
supplied us by our commonsense experi- 
ence or by our familiarity with a scholarly 
tradition. 
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identity. It is said that these racial and ethnic groups respond to their
set of circumstances by developing modes of behaviors that con-
flict with and, at times, challenge dominant cultural practices and
ideology. In a benchmark collaboration with anthropologist Signithia
Fordham, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) advanced oppositional cul-
ture theory by introducing the concept of “acting White,” the epi-
thet reportedly hurled by Black students against their peers who are
perceived to have adopted White norms and behaviors. Fordham
and Ogbu’s collaboration details a school environment where there
is palatable resistance to success and academic achievement and
other modes of behavior that are seen as the domain of White
America.

Academic researchers, school educators, and the popular media
have been quick to adopt oppositional culture theory and the notion
of “acting White” as a viable explanation for the continued gap in
academic achievement between Black and White students. Unfor-
tunately, this convenient posture has undermined the possibility of
viewing any critical and complex position on the part of Black stu-
dents to interpret their world and has shifted attention away from
the social reality of White supremacy to an erroneous belief that
Black students are rejecting academic success en masse.

Informed by the Afrocentric quest to “abandon ethnocentric and
racist systems of logic and, therefore, to place the un-discussed in
the center of discourse” (Asante, 1990, p. 6), this article challenges
oppositional culture theory and the idea of acting White. More spe-
cifically, this article will first reveal how oppositional culture the-
ory, at its core, is a culture-of-poverty theory of Black academic
underperformance. Second, this article will examine the notion of
acting White and tie it to the critical literature on Whiteness and, in
the process, demonstrate how it fosters White supremacy by mak-
ing Whiteness an invisible category. Finally, I will argue that rather
than a rejection of academic success, cultural agency is at the heart
of Black students’resistance to acting White. I posit that at a funda-
mental level, Black students are seeking liberation from the
destructive grips of White supremacy and are seeking a culturally
affirming way of being human.

Lundy / MYTHS OF OPPOSITIONAL CULTURE 451



OPPOSITIONAL CULTURE
AND THE CULTURE OF POVERTY

Although the literature appears to be fragmented, oppositional
culture theory in its original formulation is often referred to as the
blocked opportunities framework (Kao & Tienda, 1998) or the
caste theory of education (Ogbu, 1978). Ogbu’s (1978) theory
emerged in an era in which the decontextualized accounts of class-
room interactions, which he called micro ethnographies (Foley,
1991; Ogbu, 1981), were pervasive.1 These ethnographies were
limited to observations of classroom speech patterns and encoun-
ters and excluded the historical and social context that framed these
interactions. Furthermore, Ogbu was dissatisfied with the cultural
differences these micro ethnographies and other theories of the
time posited as explanations for school failure among various racial
and ethnic groups. If cultural differences were the cause of school
failure, Ogbu posited, why is it that some groups who are culturally
and linguistically different succeed, whereas others do not? It is
within this context that Ogbu proposed a more universal theory of
school performance, one that accounts for both success and failure
in school.

Oppositional culture theory rests on the clever distinction
between different “minority” groups in the United States. Ogbu
(1978) classified them into three categories: autonomous minori-
ties, immigrant minorities, and involuntary (or castelike) minori-
ties. African Americans (and other academically “under-
performing” groups) are said to be involuntary minorities due to
their mode of incorporation into American society (i.e., slavery or
conquest) and to their antagonistic relationship vis-à-vis the domi-
nant group. More academically successful groups are labeled vol-
untary or autonomous minorities because their incorporation into
American society was more or less voluntary, and they do not per-
ceive the dominant group as a threat to their identity and cultural
practice. Asian Americans and Cuban Americans are identified as
voluntary minorities because they came to the United States on a
more or less voluntary basis, whereas Mormons or Jewish Ameri-
cans are labeled autonomous minorities for their almost invisible
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minority status and for the fact that they are primarily minorities in
the numerical sense.

Ogbu (1991) also argued that the lower performance by African
Americans in school is a functional adaptation to the lower struc-
tural position they will occupy in adult life, which does not compel
them to seek higher educational qualifications. Black students are
said to adapt realistically to their present and future positions. How-
ever, to explain the mechanism that maintains this state of inequal-
ity, Ogbu’s structural argument is compromised, as he relies on a
cultural deprivation argument that is indebted to a culture-of-
poverty theory. Although Ogbu is sophisticated enough not to pres-
ent the “problem” as a failure in the home environment of Black
children or not to state that Black children have inferior linguistic or
cognitive capacities or skills, he rather focuses on the deficient
motivations and values that impede successful adaptation to a
favorably changing environment.2 These motivations and values,
no longer adaptive, have acquired a historical and cultural life of
their own, and according to Ogbu, must be transformed. The con-
tention that Black culture must be altered before Blacks are capable
of adapting to improved opportunities is a culture-of-poverty
argument.

Indeed, the culture-of-poverty argument posits that children are
handicapped because the home does not provide them with the cul-
tural patterns necessary for the types of learning characteristics of
the school and the larger society. In effect, these homes do not pro-
vide the necessary stimulation for “normal” development. With a
sleight of hand, Ogbu (1991) shifts the emphasis from home stimu-
lation and adequate skills to values and mechanisms that maintain
academic underperformance. In either case, a transformation must
occur, as both perspectives view inadequacies in the home.

Unlike previous culture-of-poverty theories, oppositional cul-
ture theory casts a much wider net in terms of the group whose
behavior it attempts to explain. Oscar Lewis’s (1966) original
culture-of-poverty thesis and, indeed, William Julius Wilson’s
(1978, 1987) underclass thesis were specific to a particular socio-
economic niche in American society—the poor. Oppositional cul-
ture theory, in contrast, is presented as a theory claiming to explain
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failure among African Americans of all classes. To do so, Ogbu
(1991) has chosen as his target the sense of cultural affinity and race
allegiance within the African American community such that
Blacks who have maintained a sense of collective community iden-
tity, regardless of their class distinction, do so at the peril of not
adopting beneficial White and “mainstream” cultural norms
(Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Moreover, collective identity is pre-
sented as an outgrowth of the anthropological concept of fictive
kinship, which “conveys the idea of ‘brotherhood’and ‘sisterhood’
of all Black Americans” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986, p. 183).
Fordham (1996) defined fictive kinship as

people within a given society to whom one is not related by birth but
with whom one shares essential reciprocal social and economic
relationship. . . . Among Americans of African descent, this connec-
tion extends beyond the social and economic to include a political
and prestige function as well. Thus, the hypothesized fictive kinship
system is African-Americans’ premier prestige system in their
imagined nation-state, conveying the idea of brotherhood and sis-
terhood of all African-Americans. (pp. 71-72)

Furthermore, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) wrote that fictive kinship
is used

to describe the particular mind set, i.e., the specific world view of
those persons who are appropriately labeled “Black.” Since “Black-
ness” is more than a skin color, fictive kinship is the concept used to
denote the moral judgment the group makes on its members. Essen-
tially, the concept suggests that the mere possession of African fea-
tures and/or being of African descent does not automatically make
one a Black person, nor does it suggest that one is a member in good
standing of the group. One can be Black in color, but choose not to
seek membership in the fictive kinship system, and/or be denied
membership by the group because one’s behavior, activities, and
lack of manifest loyalty are at variance with those thought to be
appropriate and group-specific. (p. 184)

It is this fictive kinship and the collective identity that emerges
from it that oppositional culture views as the primary force behind
academic failure among African Americans. The folly of this posi-
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tion is clear: Although no other people are told that their group or
cultural allegiance is an obstacle to their academic success, African
Americans are told the opposite and are urged to shed any identifi-
cation with the larger Black community.

In sum, oppositional culture theory is antithetical to an African
worldview. For example, whereas Afrocentricity views a connec-
tion to the Black community, affinity to African culture, and com-
mitment to building a strong African nation (i.e., nationalism) as
central to self-liberation and as a measure of success, oppositional
culture theory views those traits as detrimental.

Although Ogbu (1981) made an admirable attempt to steer away
from a culture-of-poverty thesis—given the conundrum that cul-
ture is central to his thesis—his failure was unavoidable. Anthro-
pology and the other social sciences are rooted in a European per-
ception of reality that reifies forms of social inequality and racism.
Ogbu as well as Fordham are trapped within a worldview that per-
ceives Africans as the Other. It operates on the premise that the
Other ought to be measured by White male standards. The extent to
which people fall short of those standards is a measure of their devi-
ance. The remedy for such deficiency is a program of transforma-
tion and development rooted within the Cartesian discourse of
rationalism, which is the basis of modern social science (Ani, 1994;
Morris, 1996).

Ogbu’s (1981) attempt and inevitable failure to escape the
culture-of-poverty thesis and all its related labels, such as deviance
or subculture, is common among researchers in the social sciences
(see also Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Cloaked within the guise of
humanism and value neutrality, a litany of works, most of which are
held in high esteem and are seen as standards in their discipline, are
in fact attempts to recreate and sustain White supremacy. For exam-
ple, oppositional culture’s insidious neglect of an authentic African
American culture operates in the tradition of Glazer and
Moynihan’s (1963) Beyond the Melting Pot and Gunnar Myrdal’s
(1962) An American Dilemma. Both works were informed by the
scholarship of E. Franklin Frazier, who vehemently rejected any
suggestion that African Americans had a genuine culture of which
Africa was the source. For example, Glazer and Moynihan wrote:
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It is not possible for Negroes to view themselves as other ethnic
groups viewed themselves because—and this is key to much of the
Negro world—the Negro is only an American and nothing else. He
has no values and culture to guard and protect. (p. 53)

Other liberal and “well-meaning” ethnographies on the Black
community commit similar distortion and violence to Black reality
and cultural expression. Even authors who on the onset criticize
previous scholars for their misrepresentation of African American
life commit these misguided interpretations. These authors then
forward their work as an enlightened and less stereotyped perspec-
tive intended to correct past wrongs—a posture Duneier (1992)
referred to as the elevation of innocence over evidence that has not
resulted in a more positive image of Blacks.

As an example of this posture, consider Frank Riessman’s
(1962) The Culturally Deprived Child. In this book, Riessman
engaged readers in his understanding of the “culturally deprived”
child and ways to educate this child in the face of enormous obsta-
cles. At the onset, Riessman pronounced his innocence: “The pur-
pose of this book is to challenge the widely-held notion that the
‘culturally deprived’ child is not interested in education, and to
present a new ‘cultural’ approach for teaching these children”
(p. 2). He stated that a sympathetic and noncondescending
approach is needed to understand the condition of the culturally
deprived, which he would offer. Like oppositional culture theory
proponents, Riessman believed Black students have developed, on
one hand, an antagonistic relationship with the educational system
that is the result of past discrimination that no longer exists and, on
the other hand, a fear of losing kinship ties. Moreover, similarly to
oppositional culture theorists, he believed students receive ambiva-
lent messages at home about the benefit and wisdom of trusting the
educational system. Riessman wrote, “Most of [the culturally
deprived child’s] friends and relatives do not go to college and he
fears he will be out of place. Even more serious, he fears the loss of
his familial, community, and peer group ties” (p. 14).

Riessman’s (1962) “innocence” is undermined, however, when
he describes at length the culture of the “underprivileged,” as
follows:
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The average underprivileged person is not individualist, introspec-
tive, self-oriented, or concerned with self-expression. (p. 27)

The deprived individual likes excitement, likes to get away from the
humdrum of daily life. News, gossip, new gadgets, sports, are con-
sequently attractive. (p. 28)

The anti-intellectualism of the underprivileged individual is one of
his most significant handicaps. (p. 29)

In religion . . . the deprived individual is much more likely to enjoy
physical manifestations of emotions such as hand clapping and
singing, in contrast to the more dignified sermon. (p. 29)

Another reflection of the physical orientation is to be found in the
deprived individual’s admiration for strength and endurance, two of
his principal economic assets. (p. 29)

If it were not for Riessman’s (1962) pronouncement of inno-
cence, one would assume that the preceding descriptions were writ-
ten with the express intent of misrepresenting Black folk and of
harming their traditions.

Likewise, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) engage in this posture of
innocence when they begin their article by stating that the problem
of academic underachievement arose “partly because White Amer-
icans traditionally refused to acknowledge that Black Americans
are capable of intellectual achievement” (p. 177) and later, when
they defend the cultural-ecological explanation of underachieve-
ment from which oppositional culture emerged, as follows:

The original formulation has . . . been criticized for focusing on
Black school failure while ignoring possible explanations for Black
school success. But in fairness to the theory, it should be pointed out
that it was initially proposed as a response to earlier theories that
attributed disproportionately high rates of Black school failure to
genetic factors or to cultural deprivation. (p. 180)

Later in the article, however, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) fol-
lowed in the footsteps of previous generations of social scientists
examining Black life in their inability to view the genuine display
of Black pride and African culture. For example, in interpreting the
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reason for academic failure in one of their “underachieving” partic-
ipants, they wrote:

An examination of Kaela’s schooling history shows that her prob-
lem probably began to develop back in Catholic schools when she
started to develop a sense of collective identity. She says that she
began to lose interest in her schoolwork after she found that the
parochial school administrators were treating her differently from
the way they treated other Black students, as if she were special.
Since she, too, is a Black person, she began to seriously limit her
school effort and could not be persuaded by her teachers or parents
to believe that she was unlike the other Black students. (p. 192)

What is clear is that the framework of the oppositional culture
theory is incapable of historicizing the violent process by which
White teachers and administrators, and indeed the whole super-
structure, attempt to separate and alienate academically successful
Black students from their less academically successful peers.
Kaela’s attempt to reconnect with her race and culture is no small
task and should be applauded. It is unfortunate that this should be
done at the expense of her academic achievement. The stakes of this
battle of allegiance and cultural centeredness, however, were not
set by Kaela but were instead imposed upon her. It is the structure of
the educational system that denies African Americans the ability to
truly express their African essence and fails to present a curriculum
that reflects that essence that is at the heart of the problem.3

In a tortuous theoretical argument to redeem oppositional cul-
ture theory and the general body of work of both Ogbu and Wilson,
Gould (1999) posited that Ogbu’s inability to escape the culture-of-
poverty argument rests on his failure to distinguish between norma-
tive expectations, which are stable in the face of situational varia-
tion, and cognitive expectations, which are modified in light of situ-
ational change. Thus, Black students hold positive normative
values concerning the benefits of education while simultaneously
recognizing that the goals pursued through educational success are
unattainable, in which case the cognitive expectations are acted on,
although the value might persist (Gould, 1999). The distinction
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between normative expectations and cognitive expectations may
have heuristic or phenomenological value, but it misses the funda-
mental error in Ogbu’s discourse, that is, his inability to view Black
students’behavior (which he calls oppositional) as a genuine desire
to express their Africanness, whether it be through the use of
Ebonics or an allegiance to the Black community—characteristics
that are presented as obstacles to academic success. Ogbu being
African does not preclude him from viewing Black people through
Eurocentric lenses. Many scholars, regardless of racial back-
ground, are trapped within a perspective that perpetuates the ideol-
ogy of the inferiority of Africans.

ACTING WHITE AND WHITE SUPREMACY

The unfortunate consequence of Ogbu and oppositional culture
theory is the perpetuation of Whiteness and White supremacy.
Whiteness, here, is used as a sociological and a political construct.
It comes to signify not only a cultural location but also a location of
power and invisibility that claims superiority over others.
Oppositional culture theory more specifically achieves this agenda
through its correlates of acting White and “racelessness.”

Introduced in Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) collaboration, acting
White is posited as a set of behaviors associated with academic suc-
cess and is the epithet hurled by Black students at their peers when
the latter are perceived as adopting White cultural norms. Fordham
and Ogbu wrote,

Subordinate minorities regard certain forms of behavior and certain
activities or events, symbols, and meanings as not appropriate for
them because those behaviors, events, symbols, and meanings are
characteristic of White Americans. At the same time they empha-
size other forms of behavior and other events, symbols, and mean-
ings as more appropriate for them because these are not a part of
White Americans’ way of life. To behave in the manner defined as
falling within a White cultural frame of reference is to “act White”
and is negatively sanctioned. (p. 181)
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The items that are identified by Fordham and Ogbu (1986) as
acting White are (a) speaking standard English, (b) listening to
White music and White radio stations, (c) going to the opera or bal-
let, (d) going to a Rolling Stones concert, (e) having cocktails or a
cocktail party, (f) going to a symphony orchestra concert, (g) hav-
ing a party with no music, (h) listening to [European] classical
music, and (i) putting on airs. On the surface, these items do not
appear to be related to academic success, yet they compose the
majority of behaviors defined as “acting White.” To be sure, a few
of the items they list have a direct bearing on academic perfor-
mance. For example, they mention spending a lot of time in the
library studying or getting good grades in school. I have purposely
selected the former to illustrate my argument. To be clear, what the
preceding list says is that to engage in behaviors that do not fall into
a White cultural domain is considered oppositional.

At no point are the behaviors that fall under the category of act-
ing White interrogated or problematized. The question that should
be asked is to what extent are these behaviors consistent with White
forms of expression? Is not going to the opera or ballet or going to
the symphony domains of middle- and upper-class Euro-American
culture that wield considerable power?4 In addition, in a society
where Black people and their culture are relegated to the margins of
power, are Black students rejecting educational success or are they
rejecting the marginalization of their group and their culture?
Although several studies have been published that challenge the
notion of acting White, the desire to legitimize it persists.5

The drive to locate oppositional culture among underachieving
Black students has led to absurd applications. For example, Solo-
mon (1992), in his ethnography of “Black resistance” in a Canadian
high school, labels the language (Jamaican) spoken by his partici-
pants, the music (“roots music”), the dress style (dreadlocks and the
preference for the colors red, black, and green), and even the danc-
ing (“wall dancing”) as oppositional.

Thus, in the literature of acting White, Black students are por-
trayed as unthinking and unable to critically assess their world.
Their only salvation rests in the adoption of White norms and
behaviors, for after all, academic success and achievement are
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incompatible with Black culture and norms. The extent to which
the idea of acting White has been picked up by academics and the
popular media reflects a desire to portray White behaviors and cus-
toms as superior. It also provides an easy panacea for Black urban
plight and academic failure. The refrain becomes, “If only those
students would adopt White ways and not reject it in their ‘acting
White’ epithet, Black students would be better off.” This leitmotif
reassures Whites of the superiority of their culture and the legiti-
macy of their agenda to impose it on others so that the Other can be
enlightened and made in their image. Indeed, slavery and colonial-
ism were rooted in this same fervent crusade to make the Other in
their image and impose “rational” order to what they perceived as a
chaotic world.

In many ways, Whiteness or the process of becoming White for
many European migrants was created in opposition to Blackness.
In other words, White ethnic immigrant groups such as the Irish,
Polish, and Italians, whose credentials as White were perceived as
dubious, were able to navigate themselves by first becoming more
ethnic (i.e., Irish American, Italian American) and thus creating a
panethnic identity as opposed to a purely Irish or Polish identity
that was not seen as White by the American citizenry. Second, the
use of Blacks as a counterfigure or antifigure created this emerging
White identity, an important part of which was an antipathy for
Blacks. A classic example was the race riots in Chicago and New
York between Irish immigrants and newly arrived Blacks from the
South (Roediger, 1994).

In a subsequent article authored solely by Fordham (1988), the
term racelessness is introduced in the discourse of acting White.
Racelessness is presented as the position occupied by Black stu-
dents who succeed academically by adopting White cultural modes
of expression. For Fordham and many others who embrace the
notion of acting White, racelessness became a legitimate and
unfortunate price Black students pay for their academic success. As
the term clearly suggests, White cultural practices (or to be White)
is a neutral category and is the norm. Its use negates any attempt to
situate Whiteness as an ethnic or racial category—only Blacks,
Hispanics, or Asians are ethnic or racial. Referring to Black stu-
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dents who participate in White middle- and upper-class cultural
expressions as racelessness secures White culture’s position of
dominance by making Whiteness invisible (Giroux, 1992).

Instructive in understanding the subversive effect of Whiteness
and the way in which it operates as an invisible entity is the concept
of doxa (Bourdieu, 1977b). According to Bourdieu (1977b), every
established social order tends to produce the naturalization of its
arbitrariness. To achieve this naturalization, as in the case of White-
ness, the established order culls from the “objective” divisions in
society (e.g., sex, race, age, or position in relation to the means of
production) to establish and justify the subjective or internalized
divisions in society, which is in effect the established power rela-
tion. When there is a “quasi-perfect” correspondence between this
objective order and the subjective principles of organization (i.e.,
power relations), the social world appears self-evident and taken
for granted and hence invisible.6 This phenomenon Bourdieu called
doxa—a state Whiteness and White supremacy established during
the Enlightenment.

Challenges to the Whiteness position of doxa—a case of “the
king has no clothes”—has emerged in the critical discourse on
White supremacy. The moment the established order is challenged
by the dominated classes, the dominant class has an interest in
defending the integrity of doxa or establishing in its place an imper-
fect substitute, orthodoxy. The sociological literature on
oppositional culture and the notion of acting White is that ortho-
doxy. In the field or universe of discourse, which brings the undis-
cussed into discussion (i.e., invisible power of Whiteness and its
arbitrariness) and where doxa becomes orthodoxy, the challenges
to orthodoxy are known as heterodoxy.

In the final analysis, these orthodoxal efforts are attempts to
reestablish the supremacy of White culture and White ways of
knowing in the face of challenges at the most critical level—the
organic, popular level among young Black students. The belief that
academically successful Black students are being chastised for act-
ing White, the label of racelessness, and the implicit call among
academics that Black students should have the freedom to act
White all have their origin in the doxa that was once White suprem-
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acy. White supremacy is on its last legs, and it is making a desperate
attempt to revive itself.

THE AGENCY OF BLACK STUDENTS

What the proponents of oppositional culture theory and acting
White fail to perceive is that Black students, in their rejection of
White cultural references, are embracing their own culture and
asserting African agency. It is not a rejection of academic success
but rather a rejection of White cultural hegemony. Indeed, research
that has been conveniently ignored by the popular press reveals just
that (e.g., O’Connor, 1997; Tyson, 1998). For example, Carter
(2000) has shown that Black (and Latino) students are explicitly
and implicitly aware of White supremacy and the way it wields its
power. For them, the phenomenon of acting White is not associated
with academic achievement per se; rather, their dislike of it is a
resistance on their part to adhere to certain styles, tastes, and prefer-
ences around (a) speech, (b) dress, (c) White-dominant peer net-
works, and (d) social acts that invoke dynamics of superiority and
subjugation. For these students, academic success is associated
with acting White at the moment when the accused not only has
appeared to embrace White cultural behaviors and styles but also
has put on “airs,” as perceived by the accuser. This makes the latter
feel subordinated or looked down on (Carter, 2000).

In other words, Black students rightfully yearn to be culturally
centered (i.e., Afrocentric and academically successful). These two
goals ought not to be incompatible and indeed are not incompati-
ble. The difficulty arises when the social structure does not allow
Black students to learn and operate within their own cultural loca-
tion. Thus, they challenge the symbolic violence perpetrated by
White supremacy as well as the invisibility and arbitrariness of
Whiteness in the single act of naming it—acting White.

Oppositional culture theory and the notion of acting White are
curious entities in the current intellectual landscape. Asante’s
(1991) Afrocentricity was first published in 1980, and Willis’s
Learning to Labour was first published in 1977. With these publi-
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cations, the ideas of cultural location and school resistance as polit-
ical statements became indispensable concepts to understanding
school behavior. Moreover, the ideas of cultural capital (Bourdieu,
1977a) and symbolic violence (Foucault, 1977), as mechanisms of
exclusion and subordination, have shed light on the way dominant
groups maintain their power by presenting the social order as natu-
ral where in fact it is arbitrary. Oppositional culture theory’s inabil-
ity to incorporate these concepts results in removing agency from
Black students.

As defined by Asante (1998), agency among Black people is the
evolving ownership of action or the subject role as Africans. It is the
desire among Africans, wherever you may find them, to stand
within their own cultural location and to use that location as a refer-
ence to interpret their reality and engage others. That cultural loca-
tion is African, and given the generative potential of cultures, Afri-
can American culture is seen as an extension of African culture, as
is Afro-Brazilian, Haitian, and Afro-Cuban culture. Afrocentricity,
the essence of this purposeful movement toward cultural location
and true transformation, is the belief that freedom is achieved pre-
cisely through actions that reassert the validity and centrality of
one’s culture to one’s being.7 Also according to Afrocentricity,
freedom under the will of others is not true liberation—consistent
with the ideas of Sartre and Fanon.8

When Black students express a preference for their own culture
and unmask the dislocation of their peers, they are exerting their
agency. They have, in effect, chosen to be the subject in the creation
and the telling of their personal narrative rather than the object in
the European experience—the Other. They have challenged, in the
most fundamental way, the Eurocentric bias in determining aca-
demic success.

Arguing that it is an affinity for the Black community and its cul-
ture that prevents Blacks from achieving success on par with their
White counterparts and other academically successful groups
places Ogbu (an African) and Fordham (an African American)
squarely in the camp of conservatives who argue that the root of the
African American condition lies in their deviant values, which can
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only be remedied by acquiring the habits and values of White
America.

Again, the ultimate issue is one of cultural and racial liberation
and an organic yearning on the part of Black students to be free
from the oppressive yoke of White supremacy. Ogbu’s oppositional
culture theory is blind to that, and the terms acting White and
racelessness do violence to that struggle.

NOTES

1. Indeed, Ogbu’s (1981) blocked opportunities thesis can also be seen as an attempt to
include culture in the analysis of racial and ethnic difference in education while maintaining
distance from the culture-of-poverty or cultural deficit position that was prominent at the
time. Two good reviews of the debate surrounding the use of culture in Ogbu’s oppositional
culture theory are provided by Foley (1991) and Gould (1999).

2. African American families are said to communicate an ambivalent message to their
children that superficially promotes the benefits of formal education but warns against faith
in a racist system that does not deliver what is promised.

3. In his book The End of Racism, Dinesh D’Souza (1995) provided a more recent exam-
ple of this posture of innocence, as he offered readers his status as a first-generation Ameri-
can from East India who fits the category of “a person of color” as his badge of innocence. He
wrote, “I feel especially qualified to address the subject of multiculturalism, because I am a
kind of walking embodiment of it” (p. vii). As expected, D’Souza’s innocence quickly dissi-
pates as he goes on to write the most vituperate material about African Americans such that
colleagues who would ordinarily support his views were forced to publicly denounce his
book.

4. These may be “high-brow” European modes of cultural expression and may not be
reflective of all Whites or Whites of a lower social class; nevertheless, these signifiers have
come to exemplify White superiority and domination as perceived by Blacks and Whites.
Indeed, legitimacy or humanity is often conferred to Blacks and other “minority” groups
based on the extent to which they demonstrate a mastery of European cultural forms.

5. For an interesting and revealing exchange around the veracity of oppositional culture
theory and the attempts to legitimize it in the face of mounting evidence against it, see Farkas,
Lleras, and Maczuga (2002) and Downey and Ainsworth-Darnell (2002).

6. Arising in dialectical fashion is the agent’s aspirations, more notably, the dominated
sense of limits, which is commonly referred to as a sense of reality.

7. See Wong, Manvi, and Hirota (1995) for a similar line of argument among Asian
scholars.

8. Unlike Sartre and Fanon, Asante’s conception of agency is rooted in the African com-
munity. One’s being or humanity is linked to or indebted to the community. For Sartre (of
which Fanon was a student), his agency is almost a form of solipsism in which agency is an

Lundy / MYTHS OF OPPOSITIONAL CULTURE 465



individual act and the existence of others must be questioned. In stark contradistinction from
Asante, Sartre asserted “hell is the other,” as expressed in his play Huis Clos (Morris, 1996).
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Japanese Teens as Producers of 
Street Fashion 
Yuniya Kawamura 
Fashion Institute of Technology, New York 
abstract: This study is a macro-sociological analysis of the social organization of 
Japanese street fashion and a micro-interactionist analysis of teen consumers who 
form various subcultures. These subcultures directly and indirectly dictate fashion 
trends. The present study shows the interdependence in the production process 
of fashion between institutions within the industries and the Japanese teens. Street 
fashion in the fashionable districts of Tokyo, such as Harajuku and Shibuya, is 
independent of any mainstream fashion system and goes beyond the conventional 
model of fashion business with different marketing strategies and occupational 
categories. This article shows that fashion is no longer controlled or guided by 
professionally trained designers but by the teens who have become the producers 
of fashion. 
keywords: fashion � Japanese � street � subculture 
Introduction 
Japanese fashion has inspired many fashion professionals in the West, 
starting with Kenzo Takada’s appearance in Paris in 1970 followed by 
Issey Miyake in 1973, Hanae Mori in 1977, Yohji Yamamoto and Rei 
Kawakubo of Comme des Garçons in 1981. Japan is gradually becoming 
a country that is a genuine force in the field of fashion. Today’s Japanese 
fashion contributes both to the aesthetics of fashion as well as to how 
business is made in this industry. The traditional western view of Japanese 
style, such as boringly suited salesmen and their demurely dressed wives, 
is turned upside down when we see the range of styles worn by the young 
people on the street of Tokyo (Polhemus, 1996: 12). 
Japanese street fashion does not come from the famous professional 
Japanese designers, but is led by high school girls who have become 
extremely influential in controlling fashion trends. These fashionconscious, 
or fashion-obsessed, youngsters indirectly and directly dictate 
this type of Japanese fashion. It is not an exaggeration to say that they are 
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the agents of fashion, who take part in the production and dissemination 
of fashion. Japanese street fashion emerges out of the social networks 
among different institutions of fashion as well as various street subcultures, 
each of which is identified with a unique and original look. These 
teens rely on a distinctive appearance to proclaim their symbolic, subcultural 
identity. This identity is not political or ideological; it is simply innovative 
fashion that determines their group affiliation. 
While many fashionable Japanese consumers simply imitate western 
styles, the teens have led the way in a creative mixing and matching of 
contrasting eclectic styles that has been extensively copied in the West 
(Polhemus, 1996: 12). Similarly, many apparel manufacturers and retailers 
from neighboring Asian countries, such as Korea and Taiwan, visit 
Tokyo in search of new ideas, and that is why knockoffs are found 
throughout Asia. A buyer from Hong Kong explained: ‘Telling a teen 
customer that an item is popular in Japan is a big selling point in Hong 
Kong. That’s why it’s important for us to know what is going on in Tokyo. 
I’m here every three months to catch up with the latest trends.’ 
The most recent fashion phenomenon in Japan goes beyond the conventional 
model of fashion business. Over the past 10 years, a separate system 
of fashion with a new business model has been created in Japan in order 
to commercialize street fashion and boost the market. In this new model, 
occupational categories within various institutions of fashion are blurry, 
and the model also supports the trickle-up/bubble-up or trickle-across 
theory of fashion that Herbert Blumer proposed in 1969. 
I use Diana Crane’s theoretical as well as analytical framework of the 
postmodern culture of fashion, in which the emphasis is placed on 
consumer fashion rather than class fashion postulated by the classic 
writers such as Georg Simmel (1957), Herbert Spencer (1966), and 
Thorstein Veblen (1957). According to Crane (2000), the consumption of 
cultural goods, such as fashionable clothing, performs an increasingly 
important role in the construction of personal identity, and the variety of 
lifestyles available today liberates the individuals, especially the youngsters, 
from tradition and enables them to make choices that create a meaningful 
self-identity. Like Crane, Fred Davis (1992) also points out the 
ambivalent nature of identity and fashion. 
This article attempts to show the interdependence in the production of 
fashion between various institutions of fashion within the industries and 
the Japanese teens. I first discuss the social and economic background of 
Japan that explains the emergence of the Kogal phenomenon and the CosPlay 
movement. Then I investigate the teens’ role as the producers of fashion in 
two major districts in Tokyo, Shibuya and Harajuku, that led to the formation 
of a new business model and a system that is independent of the mainstream 
fashion system with specific marketing and diffusion strategies. 
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Methodology 
This study is a macro-sociological analysis of the social organization of 
fashion, street fashion in particular, and a micro-interactionist analysis of 
teens who form and belong to various subcultures. The relationship 
between the social structure of street fashion and the individuals involved 
can be observed. 
Subcultures can best be studied by an ethnographic method, as a 
researcher can get close to the empirical social world and dig deep into 
it through face-to-face communication and interaction with the research 



subjects. I combined direct observation, both participant and non-participant, 
with structured and semi-structured interviews to become familiar 
with this world. 
I take a symbolic interactionist approach to understand the communication 
process between the teenagers as it is an inductive approach to the 
understanding of human behavior, in which explanations are induced 
from data. As Herbert Blumer (1969) explained, the scientific approach of 
symbolic interactionism starts with a problem regarding the empirical 
world, and it seeks to clarify the problem by examining that empirical 
world. It does not begin with a set of hypotheses but looks at the processes 
by which individuals define the world from the inside and at the same 
time identify their world of objects. 
My research data come primarily from an ethnographic study in 
Shibuya and Harajuku, two of the most fashionable districts in Tokyo, 
where street culture or subculture is found and from where the latest street 
fashion originates. Shibuya 109 Department Store is the symbol of Shibuya 
where the latest street fashion items are found, while Harajuku is famous 
for its back streets, known as Ura-Hara, with small boutiques selling 
exclusive items in limited quantities. During January 2005, I visited these 
two places every Sunday to get to know mainly teenage girls, and between 
June and August 2005, interviewed them formally and informally. I 
carried out 21 interviews with manufacturers, retailers, designers and 
salesgirls, who are involved in commercializing, marketing and distributing 
Japanese street fashion. 
Social and Economic Backdrops of Japanese 
Street Culture 
Before I begin to discuss street fashion and subcultures in Tokyo, I explain 
the social and economic situations behind this phenomenon as fashion is 
always connected to and is never independent of its social, cultural and 
economic surroundings. 
After the tremendous economic prosperity of the 1980s, Japan’s economic 
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bubble burst, and the country has since experienced their worst and longest 
economic recession. Japanese society is famously cohesive and conformist, 
but as John Nathan (2004) argues, this may be cracking under the strain of 
economic stagnation. Fathers are being laid off for the first time; mothers 
who used to be full-time homemakers, now have to look for part-time jobs 
to supplement their household income; children find no hope in the Japan 
of the future, and violence in schools has risen dramatically. Since 1998, 
teens aged between 14 and 19 have been involved in 50 percent of all arrest 
for felonies, including murder (Nathan, 2004). There is a widespread feeling 
of disillusionment, alienation, uncertainty or anger that has spread 
throughout the society, among both adults and children. The traditional 
family, social and economic systems have gradually become weaker. 
The Japanese value system, especially that of the teens, is changing. The 
previous generation’s traditional Japanese beliefs, such as selfless 
devotion to their employers, respect for seniors and perseverance, are 
losing their force (Ijiri, 1990). An intentional shift away from old ideology 
and ways of life is evident in today’s Japan. Fashion expresses the prevailing 
ideology of society, and these teens see the assertion of individual 
identity as more important and meaningful than that of group identity, 
which used to be the key concept in Japanese culture. Such attitudes are 
reflected in their norm-breaking and outrageous, yet commercially 
successful, attention-grabbing styles. Dick Hebdige (1988: 35) accurately 



pointed out that subcultures are formed in the space between surveillance 
and the evasion of surveillance; they translate the fact of being under 
scrutiny into the pleasure of being watched. 
Therefore, it may seem ironic, but it is under these social and economic 
conditions that Japanese street fashion became increasingly creative and 
innovative, as if the teens wanted to challenge and redefine the existing 
notion of what is fashionable and aesthetic. They went against the grain 
of the normative standard of fashion. The teens are in search of their 
identity and a community where they feel that they are accepted. 
Female-Dominated Japanese Subcultures 
While Hebdige (1988: 27) explained that girls have been relegated to a 
position of secondary interest within both sociological accounts of 
subculture and photographic studies of urban youth, and though they 
still show masculine bias, it is the girls who play a major role in Japanese 
subcultures. 
Japanese girls are always shopping, and they spend a great deal of their 
capital on clothes and makeup. Fashion is of the utmost importance for 
them because they want to stand out and be noticed. Some also wish to 
rebel against the formal and traditional ways. They tend to hang out in 
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large groups around train stations chatting. These teens are sometimes 
treated as deviants by the rest of Japanese society. By hanging out with 
peers who dress in the same style they can bond with each other. 
The Kogal Phenomenon since 1995 
Japan’s distinctive street fashion began to creep up in the mid-1990s in 
urban Japan by young teenage girls known as Kogal.1 They are known for 
wearing short plaid skirts that look like their own school uniforms and 
knee-high white socks, and they occasionally use a lot of makeup and artificial 
suntans. Their effects and influence extended far beyond a particular 
subculture. This group consequently redefined sartorial and sexual 
norms and was generally associated with a minority of social dropouts. 
For the majority of the teens, their life centres round the Shibuya train 
station. This group unintentionally created a subculture. The first street 
subculture that appeared in the 1990s and that helped fuel the industry is 
known as Ganguro (literally means ‘black face’). A common sight on the 
streets of Tokyo at the time was groups of young girls between the ages 
of 15 and 18 with long dyed-brown or bleached-blond hair, tanned skin, 
heavy makeup, brightly coloured miniskirts or short pants that flare out 
at the bottom, and high platform boots. A designer who used to be Ganguro 
said: ‘I was a hardcore Ganguro when I was in high school. I had to be. 
Otherwise, I wouldn’t be accepted by other kids. I would be totally out of 
place if I looked normal. We all want to fit in when we are teenagers.’ 
Ganguro led to Amazoness, which was more extreme than Ganguro, but 
according to some industry professionals, it was probably too extreme to 
last long. Instead, in the late 1990s, Yamamba (the term comes from 
Japanese mythology and refers to a mountain witch) as another fashion 
trend and a subculture emerged to replace the Ganguro look. More 
recently, Yamamba evolved into Mamba, which is already beginning to 
fade. There are multiple interactions occurring simultaneously on the 
streets of Tokyo, and the subcultures and their specific appearances have 
branched out in so many different sub-subcultures that it is almost 
impossible to track down all the existing groups. 
Street Fashion as Symbolic Group Identity 
The distinctive looks function as a visible group identity for the teens and 



become shared symbols of membership affiliation. A symbol is the vehicle 
by which humans communicate their ideas, intentions, purposes and 
thoughts, i.e. their mental lives, to one another. The teens are almost 
uniformly aware of all of their communication, which utilizes symbols 
that vary in the degree to which meanings are shared and intended. Therefore, 
these styles are functional and meaningful only within the specific 
territory of Harajuku and Shibuya among particular groups of people. 
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I approached one of the girls in Shibuya and asked her: ‘Are you a 
Mamba?’ She replied to me: ‘No, I’m a Celemba.’ I asked the difference 
between a Mamba and a Celemba. Celemba is a combination of a celebrity 
look and a Mamba. The Celembas tend to wear expensive brands while the 
Mambas do not. The Mambas use white eyeshadow around the eyes but 
the Celembas use silver instead. As for fashion, the Celembas look more 
mature and sophisticated and always have a scarf or a shawl around their 
neck. There is another group called Lomamba, that is a Mamba with a Lolita 
touch, and the label they wear must be LizLisa. Furthermore, Cocomba is 
someone who covers herself with the brand Cocolulu sold in Shibuya 
(Figure 1). One girl said: ‘There are so many girls who are only partially 
Mamba, and they are not authentic Mambas.’ Authenticity appears to be 
important, and only the insiders can tell the difference between what is 
real and what is not. 
Teens’ Role as Producers of Fashion in 
Shibuya and Harajuku 
When a fashion trend hits Japan, it spreads very fast and becomes 
universal, and almost everyone will be wearing it. This is a phenomenon 
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that is unique to the homogeneous Japanese society and rarely found in 
other societies. 
One of the first trends that the teens started was probably the loose 
white socks that became the rage among the high school girls in 1993. 
These are long, white pairs of loose, baggy knee socks deliberately pushed 
down to the shin like leg warmers. Many teens have their own style of 
wearing the loose socks. They know how high the top part of the socks 
should be to achieve the right amount of wrinkle on the legs. Some like 
the socks to be as long as a yard. By 1996, there were as many as 35 different 
types of loose socks sold in stores. A girl who just graduated from 
high school said: ‘These loose socks look stylish. They make your legs 
look longer. If you didn’t have them, it was really embarrassing.’ 
Therefore, the loose socks have been a necessary item for junior and 
high school girls. The trend is not as strong as it once was in Tokyo, but 
it is still popular in the suburbs and smaller towns. The product was not 
marketed by fashion professionals but the teens themselves. This is when 
the fashion industry began to realize the marketing potential of the teens, 
and the trends that they promote to their friends are independent of and 
go against the grain of the mainstream fashion. 
Salesgirls as Designers and Merchandisers in Shibuya 109 
Shibuya 109 (pronounced as Shibuya Ichi-Maru-Kyu or Shibuya Maru- 
Kyu) Department Store is the symbol of Shibuya district and Japanese 
girls’ culture and is known as the mecca of street fashion. There is a collection 
of stores that cater to Japanese teens, and more than a hundred stores 
are located on 10 different floors. They sell new, hip and inexpensive 



clothes, accessories and jewelry. This is where the most fashionable salesgirls 
work. 
To work as a salesperson in a boutique is not a high-paid job, and many 
are also hired as part-time workers. Its position in the occupational 
ranking is rather low as it requires neither license nor special qualifications. 
A salesperson is someone at the cash register who puts merchandise 
in a shopping bag. She is usually not that well educated and does 
not come from a wealthy family. However, this notion is completely 
reversed, especially among the teens, in some spheres of today’s Japan. 
One of the girls who was shopping in Shibuya explains how difficult it 
is to get one of these positions: ‘It’s really difficult to work in the Shibuya 
109 building as a salesgirl, you know. It’s competitive to get that position. 
You should go to the store every Saturday and Sunday and become friends 
with the salesgirls. Then when there is a position available, they might 
call you if you have the right look. But the waiting list is really long.’ 
In many of the stores in the 109 Department Store, the salesgirls are so 
influential in setting the new trends that the teens would buy the exact 
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same outfit that the salesgirl is wearing. They are no longer merely selling 
clothes but contribute to the buying of merchandise and designing for the 
store labels. They have first-hand knowledge of the kind of tastes the teens 
have and what garments and accessories they are looking for. They have 
acquired this knowledge because of their direct day-to-day contact with 
the teen consumers. The salesgirls themselves become icons, known as 
karisuma tenin, literally translated as charismatic salesgirls. They have 
created their own website and give advice to their followers about how 
to coordinate the latest items. A salesgirl who once worked in the 109 
store said: ‘In our store, there was a monthly theme, and we salesgirls 
would dress according to the theme. Many customers would purchase 
the items that I used to wear. They believed that I was the fashion leader 
so as long as they dressed like me, they would be considered fashionable. 
That made me feel really good.’ 
In the November 1999 issue of Popteen, one of the major Japanese street 
fashion magazines, a survey was conducted with 500 teens in Shibuya, 
and they were asked who their role models for fashion were. No celebrities 
ranked in the top five. The list included amateur high school models 
who appeared in street fashion magazines and salesgirls in the 109 
Department Store, who became famous in their own right. There is a 
consensus among the teens that to find out what the current trend is, they 
need to go to Shibuya. The 109 Department Store itself has become a 
brand. On weekends, the store is packed with the teens dressed in a 
Shibuya look. 
Teen Consumers as Designers 
Those who come to shop also play a crucial role in the production of 
fashion trends. One of the salesgirls explained why becoming friends with 
her teen customers is important: ‘I can get a lot of information through 
chit-chat with these girls. I learn what kind of color combination they like 
or they don’t like. They tell me if the skirt is too short or too long. The 
pant legs are too wide or too narrow. If they say something is kawaii, that 
usually sells.’ The teens’ opinions and voices are reflected directly in their 
merchandise selection. 
Many young designers who have started their own teen-targeted labels 
used to be the followers of street fashion themselves. They represent the 
young teenagers and attract cult-like followers. For instance, Takao 



Yamashita, a designer for the label Beauty Beast, who was not trained in 
fashion but is one of the most popular street designers, said: ‘Making 
clothes is not enough. You need to imagine who will be wearing your 
clothes and how they will be worn. We, designers, need to create a lifestyle 
that comes with the label. We make clothes to communicate with our 
consumers.’ 
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In the late 1990s many teens came to believe that anyone can be a 
designer, without training, and many without any formal fashion degrees 
became commercially successful. The definition of a designer as an occupation 
has changed. 
Artists-Turned-Designers in Harajuku and Ura-Harajuku 
(Ura-Hara) 
It was in the 1980s that Harajuku became famous because of street 
performers and entertainers that appeared near the station on Sundays, 
and Takeshita Street near the station became lined with fashionable stores 
for teens. The most recent hot spot is Ura-Hara (short for Ura-Harajuku, 
which literally means the back streets of Harajuku). There are small 
boutiques and stores run by young artists, and this area is known as the 
gateway to the mainstream Japanese fashion industry. The culture of Ura- 
Hara is still very marginal and has an underground atmosphere, separate 
from the mainstream scene. In this underground world, information about 
new products is spread through word of mouth. Unlike the mainstream 
fashion districts in Tokyo, such as Ginza or Omotesando, there were no 
particular strategies to invest in and develop the small area of Harajuku. 
The fashion business of Ura-Hara consists of so-called select shops2 that 
sell minor brands designed by semi-professional designers, who may 
have just graduated from fashion schools, and artists, such as graphic and 
textile designers. There are also a number of collaborative projects 
between brands, stores and artists. 
According to marketing expert Kensuke Kojima (2002), some of the 
unique characteristics of the fashion business in Ura-Hara are: (1) there 
is no organizational structure to the business that they operate, such as 
setting seasonal/annual budgets or promotional strategies; (2) they 
consider manufacturing or the actual making process extremely important, 
and much time is invested in planning and merchandising, and these 
items are sold in small quantities; and (3) they are not worried about the 
mainstream trends and are content as long as their own unique styles are 
accepted within their own community and are sensitive to the trends 
within their own subculture. They are involved in creative aesthetic work 
that demands innovation and adaptation to current fashion trends 
(Aspers, this issue, pp. 745–63); making profit is not their ultimate goal. 
Ura-Hara street fashion grew out of friends’ social network, and they 
managed to commercialize products that they truly like and that they 
think are cool and cute. Many of the creators and store owners are not 
designers but, for example, former DJs, singers, stylists, editors and 
bikers. Hiroshi Fujiwara, a former DJ, produces street-wear labels, and 
the teens worship him. Fujiwara explains that a designer is not someone 
who knows the technical terms of garment construction: ‘Ten years ago, 
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nobody thought about making their own clothes . . . But you don’t need 
a fashion background to make T-shirts. I would work with designers and 
say: “I want a zipper here”, and they would say, “You can’t have a zipper 



here”, and we would have big fights’ (Mead, 2002: 56). What they create 
is not completely new, but they put additional elements to create something 
of their own. This is the basic philosophy found in Ura-Hara 
fashion. 
Gothic Lolitas on Bridge near Harajuku Station 
Another trend or movement that has fueled Japanese street fashion is the 
CosPlay movement, short for ‘Costume Play’, in which people dress as 
characters from the Japanese manga comics, or the Japanese animated 
films known as anime. The purpose of this trend is merely to have fun 
and entertain oneself and others by dressing up as one’s favorite character. 
Besides dressing up for public events such as anime conventions, they 
walk around town wearing costumes. CosPlay of rock bands is also very 
popular and whole events devoted to it take place before concerts, and 
they hang around on the bridge near Harajuku Station with the Gothic 
Lolitas, another subcultural group. 
The Gothic Lolita is one of the most popular costumes found in the 
Harajuku area since the later 1990s (Figure 2), and it is part of the Lolita 
subculture. This style can be seen as a counter-reaction to the Ganguro 
style and others that evolved out of it. It is a fashion style popular among 
those who think Mamba, Yamamba or Ganguro is too outrageous. It is 
usually worn by girls, and the image is that of a Victorian doll. Gothic 
Lolita appears to be an exaggerated form of femininity, with pale skin, 
neat hair, knee- or mid-thigh-length Victorian dresses, pinafores, 
bloomers, stockings and shoes or boots. 
Its substyles include Elegant Gothic Lolita with a monochromatic palette, 
Classical or Country Gothic Lolita with pastel colors and Punk Gothic Lolita 
with punk fashion elements such as leather, zippers and chains. Other 
Lolitas include, Ama-Loli with a basic Lolita look using mostly white. If 
pink is used, it is called Pink-Loli. When two girls wear exactly the same 
Lolita style, it is called Futago-Loli, which means Twin Lolitas. 
The Lolita followers have created a website community (Holson, 2005). 
There are rules as to what kind of topics can be posted on the Internet so 
that they can maintain their subcultural identity of the site. There are 
discussions on Gothic Lolita brands, on Gothic Lolita handmade items, and 
people ask for advice on how to put together a Gothic Lolita look. They 
also share images from different Gothic Lolita brands, and auction, sell and 
buy Gothic Lolita items. The enthusiasts create and use their own language 
and abbreviations that outsiders cannot comprehend, such as LoliBra, 
which means a Lolita brand, or a Cardi, which means a cardigan. 
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An industry observer explained: ‘This is a style that has been developing 
out of the CosPlay movement in the streets of Japan for the last 10 
years or so. The look has evolved and is slowly beginning to take root in 
other countries around the world. Gothic Lolita is a combination of the 
applied version of styles from the Victorian era and modern Gothic looks.’ 
A New Business Model: De-Professionalization of 
Occupational Categories 
Wearing the latest style was the privilege of the rich until the mid-19th 
century in Europe, and it was they who initiated fashion. Applying Irving 
Goffman’s (1959) idea of the social setting being divided into front and 
back stages, it can be said that there was a clear distinction between the 
front stage where fashion was exposed and the back stage where the 
clothes were being manufactured for the rich. Once the clothes appeared 
on the front stage, they were converted into ‘fashion’. Thus, the producers 



of fashion and the producers of clothing were separate. There was a clear 
division of labor, and the occupational categories were tightly controlled. 
Even after fashion became an institutionalized system3 in Paris in 1868 
(Kawamura, 2004a), the division of labor was fixed. Fashion was then 
produced by designers and couturiers. The power relationship between 
the designer and the consumer was reversed when the designer began to 
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initiate the latest style. The professionalization of occupational categories 
in fashion had been intact in the mainstream fashion world. However, in 
the new model of fashion that is represented by the actors I study, such 
categories are insignificant. 
Japanese street fashion provides the industries with a new model of 
fashion that blurs and defies occupational classifications in fashion. This 
fashion is no longer produced by well-trained designers who know how 
to drape, make patterns and instruct sewing procedures. Anyone with 
great ideas is in the position to produce and disseminate fashion. This 
new model allows the teens to be designers, merchandisers, salespeople, 
stylists and models among many others. They are the gate-keepers, as 
well as the agents, of street fashion. 
Marketing and Diffusion Strategies 
Kawaii as a Marketing Tool 
According to Sharon Kinsella (1995), young women were the main generators 
of the cute culture in Japan. From the consumption of cute goods 
and services and the wearing of cute clothes, to the faking of childish 
behavior and innocent looks, young women were far more actively 
involved in cute culture than men. Cute culture permeates Japanese teen 
society, and it started as a youth culture among teenagers, especially 
young women. It was not founded by business (Kinsella, 1995), but the 
industries took advantage of and made good use of girls’ fondness for 
cute products as a marketing strategy. 
As I roam around the Shibuya 109 Department Store packed with teens, 
on every floor, I hear them screaming ‘kawaii’ at the top of their lungs. 
This term kawaii is often translated as ‘cute’ in English. However, this is 
more than just an adjective. If retailers and manufacturers can materialize 
kawaii into fashion items, their brand will be successful. The street 
fashion business in Japan boils down to this one word, kawaii. It is the 
word they repeat like a mantra. One of the girls shopping with her friends 
in Shibuya explained: ‘Kawaii is a state of mind and a lifestyle. My whole 
life is about being kawaii. I’m always thinking about how I can make 
myself even more kawaii.’4 

Japan’s teen fashion industry revolves entirely around what the girls 
in Tokyo say is kawaii, which also implies what is hot and cool and must 
be at the basis of any fashionable products. What is kawaii or not can only 
be determined by the teens themselves. A middle-aged guy who owns 
and runs a clothing company or a store has no idea what is kawaii and 
what will be commercially successful. What is defined as kawaii is a 
mystery to many. One of the store owners said: ‘Even the teens probably 
cannot define what kawaii is. It’s a feeling. When they see something that 
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is kawaii, there is an immediate reaction. They intuitively know that it’s 
kawaii. That’s why we need to have their input as a designer or as a salesperson.’ 
Since fashionable clothing, especially in women’s wear and even more 



so in street fashion, depends upon rapid changes in style, calculations as 
to what to buy are fraught with risk (Entwistle, this issue, pp. 704–24). 
Companies cannot afford to lose any profit in this extremely competitive 
market. Thus, hiring teens as salesgirls, stylists, designers and marketers 
is one of the surest ways to boost profits. For instance, they know the 
exact shade of pink that the teens like, the exact length of a T-shirt that is 
in fashion or how low they like to wear their jeans. 
Teen-targeted labels also recruit designers from a pool of famous and 
popular salesgirls working in the Shibuya 109. A former salesgirl said: ‘I 
used to work there and once the magazine people took my picture, and 
I appeared in the magazine, and then I was approached by a fashion 
company to work as a designer for them.’ According to her, the company 
sales increased by 180 percent after she was hired as a designer. Like the 
former DJ, Fujiwara in Ura-Hara, most of them are not formally trained 
in fashion design (Mead, 2002), but they know what kawaii is and, hence, 
what will sell. Being young and knowing what is kawaii gives them an 
edge over others. The salesgirl explained: ‘I sometimes go to thrift shops 
in New York or Los Angeles and buy things that are kawaii as samples 
and bring them back. I might change the color, size or minor details so 
that they would meet the taste of the Japanese teens.’ 
Traditionally, company designers sketch, make presentation boards, 
choose fabrics, make samples and instruct the production process. But 
this procedure may no longer be effective. The companies need the teens’ 
ideas for their businesses to survive. A manager at the most popular shoe 
store explained: ‘I listen to what my salesgirls and customers say and take 
their advice seriously. I would change the designs or even the merchandise 
display according to their taste. Whatever they say usually works.’ 
Scarcity, Originality and Speed 
One of the girls in Ura-Hara said: ‘Sometimes my friends have something 
really cute. I might ask them where they bought it, but I would never buy 
the same thing. I want to look for cute things myself. I would never 
imitate.’ 
In one of the most popular stores in the Harajuku district, major 
Japanese designer labels such as Yohji Yamamoto and Comme des 
Garçons have little popularity. The Japanese teens consider the internationally 
famous Japanese designers as too widely known. They get 
pleasure out of discovering marginal underground designers and worship 
their labels as their own. Scarcity and originality are what make the street 
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labels appealing to them. These brands are not sold in the US or Europe 
and they focus only on the domestic market. They want to wear clothes 
that hardly anyone else wears, but at the same time that everyone will 
recognize as exclusive. Thus, many street designers and stores often sell 
only a limited number of garments. 
However, Japanese street fashion is slowly spreading outside Japan and 
is becoming a global business. Young Japanese street designers, such as 
Jun Takahashi of Undercover, Keita Maruyama and Shinichiro Arakawa, 
who represent the voices of street culture, and who have teen worshippers, 
now participate in the biannual Paris fashion collections, since 
that is where the annual cycle of fashion is anchored (Skov, 1996, 2005). 
It is also the fashion shows of the different seasons that international 
fashion magazines devote their pages to (Moeran, this issue, pp. 725–44). 
One of Jun Takahashi’s followers said: ‘I liked him better when not many 
people knew him. Now he’s too popular so I don’t want to wear his 



clothes. Now I’m looking for a new exciting designer.’ 
Alex Wagner, a former managing editor of Tokion, a Tokyo-based 
fashion and art magazine, says ‘Japanese culture is very ritualistic. They 
get hung up on one thing and then it becomes this feverish race to get as 
many of those things as possible’ (quoted in Ogunnaike, 2004). For some, 
following a particular brand has a religious implication. 
Speed is also another important characteristic of Japanese street 
fashion, especially in the 109 store where merchandise changes very fast. 
Unlike the mainstream fashion industry, they provide the teens with new 
products every two to three weeks so that they find something new every 
time they shop. This is why the clothes are set at a reasonable price. Each 
item is roughly within the price range of US$30–50, inexpensive enough 
for the girls to buy with their own pocket money that they earn by 
working part-time jobs. ‘Newness’ has always been the essence of 
fashion, and shopping is the major form of entertainment among the 
teens. 
Diffusion 
Diffusion theories of fashion seek to explain how fashion is spread 
through interpersonal communication and institutional networks, and it 
can be assumed that fashion is not ambiguous or unpredictable. In the 
aristocratic society of 17th- and 18th-century Europe, the fashion leaders 
were members of royalty, while in democratic societies, politicians’ wives, 
such Jackie Kennedy, or celebrities, like Madonna or Britney Spears, have 
become the leaders of fashion. 
As Crane (2000: 13) explains, most of today’s fashion is consumer 
driven, and market trends originate in many types of social groups, 
including adolescent urban subcultures, and consequently, fashion 
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emanates from many sources and diffuses in various ways to different 
publics. Fashion has become diverse and thus very much fragmented. 
Moreover, the teens’ tastes are very fickle. No one can accurately predict 
how long the trends will last. Tokyo girls are soon copied by those in the 
countryside, and then they start looking for newer and a more kawaii look. 
A store owner explained: ‘Some brands in 109 retain high sales even after 
their popularity declines in Tokyo. This is because girls from outside 
Tokyo come to Shibuya and buy up all the brands that have already lost 
popularity among Tokyo girls.’ 
With technology and the Internet, it is not difficult to diffuse fashion 
worldwide. The teens create websites promoting, chatting and exchanging 
information about their favorite fashion. It is not surprising that some 
of the Japanese street styles have migrated to the streets of New York City. 
In addition to manga animation, sushi and other cultural objects, Japan is 
now an exporter of the latest street fashion and is setting new fashion 
tastes. 
Teen Readers as Magazine Models 
Any fashion, once it is created, has to be spread. The salesgirls can easily 
spot the latest trends on the streets of Tokyo, but they cannot reach the 
countryside or spread throughout Japan or overseas without fashion 
magazines, which are the dissemination media. These magazines influence 
not only the Japanese teens but also how the rest of girls in Asia dress. 
Before the street fashion phenomenon that started in the mid-1990s, 
the fashion trends were mostly dictated by the major fashion magazines, 
but they no longer have complete dominance over the consumers. With 
street fashion came a new type of fashion magazine. A number of 



Japanese street fashion magazines, such as SOS, Tokyo Style News, Cawaii, 
Fine and Egg, were almost simultaneously lauched in 1995. Instead of 
having professional fashion models pose in famous designer brand 
clothes, the street fashion magazines feature high school students and 
teens on the streets. 
The professional labor that used to require some formal training is being 
replaced by untrained but fashionable amateurs. They are the ones who 
create street fashion. As Crane (2000) pointed out, in postmodern cultures, 
there is a shift from class fashion to consumer fashion. The consumers or 
the readers are now playing the role of the producers and disseminators 
of fashion and thus, the boundary between production and consumption 
of fashion is breaking down. 
The mass media contribute in collapsing the boundary between the social 
organization of fashion professionals who are the insiders and nonprofessionals 
who are the outsiders, by allowing the non-professional 
viewers to take a look at and participate in the professional world of fashion. 
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A teen described how she appeared in a magazine: ‘I visited the 
editorial office at Egg. Then they called me later and asked me if I wanted 
to model in the magazine. Then Cawaii called me. It’s a thrill to see your 
picture in the magazines. I think everyone wants to be in it. That’s why 
street fashion is getting more and more exaggerated so that they would 
stand out and get their pictures taken.’ 
As indicated earlier, some teen models have become well-known 
because of the frequency of their appearances in the magazines, and they 
are hired by the popular retail stores as salesgirls. One of the store 
managers in the 109 Department Store said: ‘We now aggressively hire 
teenage models who appear in the street fashion magazines as our salesgirls. 
It’s one way to attract the teens because they visit our store to talk 
to them and get to know them.’ 
Conclusion 
Sociological discussions of fashion look at the macro-structural analysis 
of the social organization of fashion and also the micro-interactionist 
analysis of the individuals, such as designers, publicists, journalists and 
editors, involved in the production of fashion. This is different from the 
production of clothing, dress or costume (Kawamura, 2004b). Sociologists 
also investigate the interaction and interdependence between the organization 
and the individuals in the world of fashion (Crane, 1997a, 1997b, 
2000). Therefore, sociologists of fashion pay less attention to a semiotic 
analysis of the details of clothing that costume historians might engage 
in. Instead, sociology focuses on the social, cultural or subcultural context 
in which a particular fashion phenomenon is produced, diffused, maintained 
and gradually fades away. 
By using Japanese street subculture as a case study, we can understand 
the group affiliation of the teens who walk around the streets of Tokyo. 
Fashion in postmodern times emerges out of youth culture and is then 
commercialized by the industry to reach a wider audience to spread it as 
‘fashion’. There is a strong social connection and a sense of belonging 
among those youngsters who dress themselves in unique and original 
outfits, some of which may be outrageous, radical and extraordinary. As 
Howard Becker (1982) remarked, art is a collective activity, and so is 
fashion. Fashion is also a collective activity that arises out of particular 
social relationships among the members of a subculture. Within every 
subculture, there are common values, attitudes and norms that bind them 



together, and they are frequently expressed visually through their distinctive 
clothes, makeup, accessories and jewelry, which are used as their 
symbolic identity. Fashion today cannot solely be dictated by professional 
designers. The junior and high school students who represent Japanese 
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street culture and fashion have the power to influence other teens. They 
not only produce and diffuse fashion but also market and guide the 
industry professionals about coming trends. This finding may also apply 
to other creative industries. Particular styles imply which and what level 
of social groups they are involved in. The teen consumers I have studied, 
who are at the same time the producers, have a substantial impact on the 
production and dissemination of fashion. This means that there is a 
complementary relationship between the consumption and production of 
fashion. 
Notes 
I would like to thank Patrik Aspers, Joanne Entwistle, Brian Moeran, Lise Skov, 
Árni Sverrisson and all other participants at the ‘Encounters in the Global Fashion 
Business’ conference, in Copenhagen, Denmark, for their comments, suggestions 
and ideas. 
1. The term Kogal is often associated with the term Enjo-Kosai, which translates 
literally as ‘assisted dating’. Teen girls meet with older men for sex in exchange 
for expensive designer label gifts or money to finance their shopping spree. 
2. Select shops are small boutiques where shop owners’ tastes in selecting, mixing 
and remixing merchandise are highly valued by customers. 
3. In the modern system of fashion, there are networks of institutions, companies, 
journalists, designers and many other fashion professionals. See Kawamura 
(2004b). 
4. According to a random selection survey of 110 people, of which 89 answers 
were returned, conducted by Kinsella in 1992, 71 percent of the young people 
between 18 and 30 years of age either liked or loved kawaii-looking people, 
and almost 56 percent either liked or loved kawaii attitudes and behavior 
(Kinsella, 1995). 
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between the modern and the postmodern 
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Chapter 7 
Television, advertising, and the 
construction of postmodern identities 
 
According to anthropological and sociological folklore, in traditional societies, 
one’s identity was fixed, solid, and stable. Identity was a function of predefined 
social roles and a traditional system of myths which provided orientation and 
religious sanctions to define one’s place in the world, while rigorously 
circumscribing the realm of thought and behavior. One was born and died a member 
of one’s clan, of a fixed kinship system, and of one’s tribe or group with one’s life 
trajectory fixed in advance. In premodern societies, identity was unproblematical 
and not subject to reflection or discussion. Individuals did not undergo identity 
crises, or radically modify their identity. One was a hunter and a member of the 
tribe and gained one’s identity through these roles and functions. 
In modernity, identity becomes more mobile, multiple, personal, self-reflexive, 
and subject to change and innovation.1 Yet identity in modernity is also social and 
other-related. Theorists of identity from Hegel through G.H.Mead have often 
characterized personal identity in terms of mutual recognition, as if one’s identity 
depended on recognition from others combined with self-validation of this 
recognition. Yet the forms of identity in modernity are also relatively substantial 
and fixed; identity still comes from a circumscribed set of roles and norms: one is 
a mother, a son, a Texan, a Scot, a professor, a socialist, a Catholic, a lesbian—or 
rather a combination of these social roles and possibilities. Identities are thus still 
relatively fixed and limited, though the boundaries of possible identities, of new 
identities, are continually expanding. 
Indeed, in modernity, self-consciousness comes into its own; it becomes possible 
to continually engage in reflection on available social roles and possibilities and 
gains a distance from tradition (Kolb 1986). One can choose and make—and then 
remake—one’s identity as one’s life-possibilities change and expand or contract. 
Modernity also increases other-directedness, however, for as the number of possible 
identities increases, one must gain recognition to assume a socially validated, 
recognized identity. In modernity, there is still a structure of interaction with socially 
defined and available roles, norms, customs, and expectations, among which one 
must choose and reproduce to gain identity in a complex process of mutual 
recognition. In this way, the other is a constituent of identity in modernity and, 
consequently, the other-directed character is a familiar type in late modernity, 
232 Media culture/identities/politics 
dependent upon others for recognition and thus for the establishment of personal 
identity (Riesman et al. 1950). 
In modernity, identity therefore becomes both a personal and a theoretical 
problem. Certain tensions appear within and between theories of identity, as well 
as within the modern individual. On one hand, some theorists of identity define 



personal identity in terms of a substantial self, an innate and self-identical essence 
which constitutes the person. From Descartes’ cogito, to Kant’s and Husserl’s 
transcendental ego, to the Enlightenment concept of reason, to some contemporary 
concepts of the subject, identity is conceived as something essential, substantial, 
unitary, fixed, and fundamentally unchanging. Yet other modern theorists of identity 
postulate a non-substantiality of the self (Hume), or conceive of the self and identity 
as an existential project, as the creation of the authentic individual (Kierkegaard, 
Marx, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Sartre). The existential self is always fragile and 
requires commitment, resolve, and action to sustain, thus making the creation of 
identity an existential project for each individual. 
Anxiety also becomes a constituent experience for the modern self. For one is 
never certain that one has made the right choice, that one has chosen one’s “true” 
identity, or even constituted an identity at all. The modern self is aware of the 
constructed nature of identity and that one can always change and modify one’s 
identity at will. One is also anxious concerning recognition and validation of one’s 
identity by others. Further, modernity also involves a process of innovation, of 
constant turnover and novelty. In some formulations, modernity signifies the 
destruction of past forms of life, values, and identities, combined with the production 
of ever new ones (Berman 1982). The experience of modernitй is one of novelty, 
of the ever-changing new, of innovation and transitoriness (Frisby 1985). One’s 
identity may become out of date, or superfluous, or no longer socially validated. 
One may thus experience anomie, a condition of extreme alienation in which one 
is no longer at home in the world. 
By contrast, one’s identity may crystallize and harden such that ennui and 
boredom may ensue. One is tired of one’s life, of who one has become. One is 
trapped in a web of social roles, expectations, and relations. There appears to be no 
exit and no possibility of change. Or, one is caught up in so many different, 
sometimes conflicting, roles that one no longer knows who one is. In these ways, 
identity in modernity becomes increasingly problematic and the issue of identity 
itself becomes a problem. Indeed, only in a society anxious about identity could 
the problems of personal identity, or self-identity, or identity crises, arise and be 
subject to worry and debate. Theorists of self-identity are often anxious 
(Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Sartre) concerning the fragility of identity and analyze 
in detail those experiences and social forces which undermine and threaten personal 
identity. 
Identity in modernity was also linked to individuality, to developing a uniquely 
individual self. Whereas traditionally, identity was a function of the tribe, the group, 
or a collective, in modernity identity was a function of creating a particularized 
individuality. In the consumer and media societies that emerged after World War 
Television, advertising, and identity 233 
II, identity has been increasingly linked to style, to producing an image, to how 
one looks. It is as if everyone has to have their own look, style, and image to have 
their own identity, though, paradoxically, many of the models of style and look 
come from consumer culture, thus individuality is highly mediated in the consumer 
society of the present. 
Thus, in modernity, the problem of identity consisted in how we constitute, 
perceive, interpret, and present ourself to ourselves and others. As noted, for some 
theorists, identity is a discovery and affirmation of an innate essence which 
determines what I am, while for others identity is a construct and a creation from 
available social roles and material. Contemporary postmodern thought has by and 
large rejected the essentialist and rationalist notion of identity and builds on the 
constructivist notion which it in turn problematizes. Consequently, one of the goals 
of this chapter will be to explicate how identity is formulated in postmodern theory 
and is constructed in contemporary cultural forms. At stake is whether identity is 
fundamentally different in so-called postmodernity and whether a distinction 
between modernity and postmodernity, and modern and postmodern identities, 



can be sustained. 
IDENTITY IN POSTMODERN THEORY 
From the postmodern perspective, as the pace, extension, and complexity of modern 
societies accelerate, identity becomes more and more unstable, more and more 
fragile. Within this situation, the discourses of postmodernity problematize the 
very notion of identity, claiming that it is a myth and an illusion. One reads both in 
modern theorists like the Frankfurt School, and in Baudrillard and other postmodern 
theorists that the autonomous, self-constituting subject that was the achievement 
of modern individuals, of a culture of individualism, is fragmenting and 
disappearing, due to social processes which produce the levelling of individuality 
in a rationalized, bureaucratized and consumerized mass society and media culture.2 

Post-structuralists in turn have launched an attack on the very notions of the subject 
and identity, claiming that subjective identity is itself a myth, a construct of language 
and society, an overdetermined illusion that one is really a substantial subject, that 
one really has a fixed identity (Coward and Ellis 1977; Jameson 1983, 1991). 
It is thus claimed that in postmodern culture, the subject has disintegrated into 
a flux of euphoric intensifies, fragmented and disconnected, and that the decentered 
postmodern self no longer experiences anxiety (with hysteria becoming the typical 
postmodern psychic malady) and no longer possesses the depth, substantiality, 
and coherency that was the ideal and sometimes achievement of the modern self 
(Baudrillard 1983c; Jameson 1983, 1991). Postmodern theorists claim that subjects 
have imploded into masses (Baudrillard 1983b), that a fragmented, disjointed, and 
discontinuous mode of experience is a fundamental characteristic of postmodern 
culture, of both its subjective experiences and texts (Jameson 1983, 1991). It is 
argued that in a postmodern media and information society one is at most a “term 
in the terminal” (Baudrillard 1983c), or a cyberneticized effect of “fantastic systems 
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of control” (Kroker and Cook 1986). Deleuze and Guattari (1977) celebrate 
schizoid, nomadic dispersions of desire and subjectivity, valorizing precisely the 
breaking up and dispersion of the subject of modernity. In these theories, identity 
is highly unstable and has in some postmodern theories disappeared altogether in 
the “postmodern scene” where: 
The TV self is the electronic individual par excellence who gets everything 
there is to get from the simulacrum of the media: a market-identity as a 
consumer in the society of the spectacle; a galaxy of hyperfibrillated 
moods…traumatized serial being. 
(Kroker and Cook 1986:274) 
Many of the postmodern theories privilege media culture as the site of the implosion 
of identity and fragmentation of the subject, yet there have been few in-depth 
studies of media texts and their effects from this perspective. With the exception of 
the work of Jameson (see Kellner 1989c), few of the major postmodern theorists 
have carried out systematic and sustained examination of the actual texts and 
practices of popular media culture. For instance, Baudrillard’s few references to 
the actual artifacts of media culture are extremely sketchy and fragmentary, as are 
those of Deleuze and Guattari (while Deleuze has written extensively on film, he 
does not theorize it as postmodern). Foucault and Lyotard have ignored media 
culture almost completely. And while Kroker and Cook (1986) carry out detailed 
readings of contemporary painting, they too neglect to carry out concrete studies 
of media culture in their explorations of the postmodern scene (though, а la 
Baudrillard, they ascribe tremendous power to the media in the constitution of 
“the postmodern scene”).3 

For instance, the film Pretty Woman puts on display the key role of image in the 
construction of identity in contemporary societies. A working-class prostitute 
(played by Julia Roberts) meets a corporate Prince Charming (played by Richard 
Gere) and transforms herself from fashionless street girl to high-fashion beauty. 
The film illustrates the process of self-transformation through fashion, cosmetics, 



diction, and style, and the extent to which identity is mediated through image and 
look in contemporary culture. The result of the Roberts character’s transformation 
was thus a new personality, a new identity, enabling her to get her man and become 
a success in the image identity market. The message of the film is thus that if you 
want to become a new you, to transform your identity, to become successful, you 
need to focus on image, style, and fashion. 
In this and the following chapter, I examine, in somewhat more detail than is 
usual in rapid postmodern raids into media culture, some popular artifacts to see 
what they tell us about identity in contemporary societies. My selections are hardly 
innocent although they are symptomatic of what are generally taken to be salient 
features of postmodern culture: proliferation and dissemination of images without 
depth; glitzy, high-tech produced intensities; pastiche and implosion of forms; and 
quotation and repetition of past images and forms. My focus will be on images of 
identity in a popular television series Miami Vice, which is often taken as a 
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symptomatic postmodern media text, and cigarette advertisements which so 
far have been relatively unexplored by postmodern theory, but which reveal 
some interesting changes in contemporary image production. Together these 
studies should illuminate some of the dynamics of identity in so-called 
postmodern societies. 
My take on identity in contemporary society and culture will, however, be critical 
of several central claims of postmodern theory. I criticize what I consider to be 
one-sided and inadequate postmodern positions on contemporary culture and what 
I take to be the limitations of excessively formalistic postmodern analysis. I also 
put in question claims concerning postmodernism as a concept that interprets 
contemporary culture as a whole, and conclude with some critical reflections on 
the very concept of postmodernity as a new epoch in history and the concept of 
postmodernism as a cultural dominant. 
Television and postmodernity 
While the postmodern intervention in the arts is often interpreted as a reaction 
against modernism,4 against the stifling elitist canonization of the works of 
high modernism, the postmodern intervention within television is a reaction 
against realism and the system of coded genres (sitcom, soaps, action/adventure, 
and so on) that define the system of commercial television in the United States. 
In this sense, postmodern interventions within television replicate the assault 
on realism and genre which modernism itself had earlier attacked. Modernism 
never took hold in television, especially in the commercial variety produced in 
the United States—which is culturally hegemonic in many sites throughout 
the world. Instead, commercial television is predominantly governed by the 
aesthetic of representational realism, of images and stories which fabricate the 
real and attempt to produce a reality effect (Kellner 1980). Television’s relentless 
representational realism has also been subordinate to narrative codes, to storytelling, 
and to the conventions of highly coded genres. Commercial television 
has been constituted as an entertainment medium and it appears that its 
producers believe that audiences are most entertained by stories, by narratives 
with familiar and recognizable characters, plot-lines, conventions, and 
messages, as well as by familiar genres. This aesthetic poverty of the medium 
has probably been responsible for its contempt by high cultural theorists and 
its designation as a “vast wasteland” by those who have other aesthetic tastes 
and values. 
If for most of the history of television, narrative story-telling has been the 
name of the game, on a postmodern account of television image often decenters 
the importance of narrative. It is claimed that in those programs usually designated 
“postmodern”—MTV music videos, Miami Vice, Max Headroom, high-tech ads, 
and so on—there is a new look and feel: the signifier has been liberated and 
image takes precedence over narrative, as compelling and highly artificial 



aesthetic images detach themselves from the television diegesis and become the 
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center of fascination, of a seductive pleasure, of an intense but fragmentary and 
transitory aesthetic experience. 
While there is some truth in this conventional postmodern position, such 
descriptions are also in some ways misleading. In particular, I reject the familiar 
account that postmodern image culture is fundamentally flat and one-dimensional. 
For Jameson, postmodernism manifests “the emergence of a new kind of flatness 
or depthlessness, a new kind of superficiality in the most literal sense—perhaps 
the supreme formal feature of all the postmodernisms” (1984:60). According to 
Jameson, the “waning of affect” in postmodern image culture is replicated in 
postmodern selves who are allegedly devoid of the expressive energies and 
individualities characteristic of modernism and the modern self. Both postmodern 
texts and selves are said to be without depth and to be flat, superficial, and lost in 
the intensities and vacuities of the moment, without substance and meaning, or 
connection to the past. 
Such one-dimensional postmodern texts and selves put in question the continued 
relevance of hermeneutic depth models such as the Marxian model of essence and 
appearance, true and false consciousness, and ideology and truth; the Freudian 
model of latent and manifest meanings; the existentialist model of authentic and 
inauthentic existence; and the semiotic model of signifier and signified. 
Cumulatively, postmodernism thus signifies the death of hermeneutics; in place of 
what Ricoeur (1970) has termed a “hermeneutics of suspicion” and the polysemic 
modernist reading of cultural symbols and texts, there emerges the postmodern 
view that there is nothing behind the surface of texts, no depth or multiplicity of 
meanings for critical inquiry to discover and explicate. 
From this postmodern view of texts and selves, it follows that a postmodern 
cultural theory should rest content to describe the surface or forms of cultural 
texts, rather than seeking meanings or significance.5 Against such a formalist and 
anti-hermeneutical postmodern type of analysis connected with the postulation of 
a flat, postmodern image culture, I would advocate a cultural studies which draws 
on both postmodern and other critical theories in order to analyze both image and 
meaning, surface and depth, as well as the politics and erotics of cultural artifacts. 
Thus, I argue here that interpretive analysis of image, narrative, ideologies, and 
meanings continues to be of importance in analyzing even those texts taken to be 
paradigmatic of postmodern culture—though analysis of form, surface, and look 
is also important. I argue in the following pages that the images, fragments, and 
narratives of media culture are saturated with ideology and polysemic meanings, 
and that therefore—against certain postmodern positions (Foucault 1977; 
Baudrillard 1981; and Deleuze and Guattari 1977)—ideology critique continues 
to be an important and indispensable weapon in our critical arsenal (see Chapter 2 
for discussion of the issues at stake here). 
In addition, there is another familiar postmodern position which I would also 
like to distance myself from: the view, associated with Baudrillard (1983b, 1983c), 
that television is pure noise in the postmodern ecstasy, a pure implosion, a black 
hole where all meaning and messages are absorbed in the whirlpool and 
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kaleidoscope of radical semiurgy, of the incessant dissemination of images and 
information to the point of total saturation, of inertia and apathy where meaning is 
dissolved, where only the fascination of discrete images glow and flicker in a 
mediascape within which no image any longer has any discernible effects, where 
the proliferating velocity and quantity of images produces a postmodern mindscreen 
where images fly by with such rapidity that they lose any signifying function, 
referring only to other images ad infinitum, and where eventually the multiplication 
of images produces such saturation, apathy, and indifference that the tele-spectator 
is lost forever in a fragmentary fun house of mirrors in the infinite play of 



superfluous, meaningless images. 
Now, no doubt, television can be experienced as a flat, one-dimensional 
wasteland of superficial images, and can function as well as pure noise without 
referent and meaning. One can also become overwhelmed by—or indifferent to— 
the flow, velocity, and intensity of images, so that television’s signifying function 
can be decentered and can collapse altogether. Yet there is something wrong with 
this account. People regularly watch certain shows and events; there are fans for 
various series and stars who possess an often incredible expertise and knowledge 
of the subjects of their fascination; people do model their behavior, style, and 
attitudes on television images; television ads do play a role in managing consumer 
demand; and, most recently, many analysts have concluded that television is playing 
the central role in political elections, that elections have become a battle of images 
played out on the television screen, and that television is playing an essential role 
in the new art of governing (Kellner 1990a). 
Now, obviously, different audiences watch television in different ways. For some, 
television is nothing more than a fragmented collage of images that people only 
fitfully watch or connect with what goes before or comes after. Many individuals 
today use devices to “zap” from one program to another, channel hopping or 
“grazing” to merely “see what’s happening,” to go with the disconnected flow of 
images. Many individuals who watch entire programs merely focus on the surface 
of images, with programs, ads, station breaks, and so on flowing into each other, 
collapsing meaning in a play of disconnected signifiers. Many people cannot 
remember what they watched the night before, or cannot provide coherent accounts 
of the previous night’s programming. 
And yet it is an exaggeration to claim that the apparatus of television itself 
relentlessly undermines meaning and collapses signifiers without signifieds into a 
flat, one-dimensional hyperspace without depth, effects, or meanings. Thus, against 
the postmodern notion of culture disintegrating into pure image without referent 
or content or effects—becoming at its limit pure noise—I argue by contrast that 
television and other forms of media culture play key roles in the structuring of 
contemporary identity and shaping thought and behavior. I have argued elsewhere 
that television today assumes some of the functions traditionally ascribed to myth 
and ritual (i.e. integrating individuals into the social order, celebrating dominant 
values, offering models of thought, behavior, and gender for imitation, and so on). 
I also argued that TV myth resolved social contradictions in the way that LeviStrauss 
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described the function of traditional myth and provided mythologies of the sort 
described by Barthes which idealize contemporary values and institutions, and 
thus exalt the established way of life (Kellner 1982). I illustrate these points in 
the following sections where I discuss how popular television programs, and 
more generally advertising, function to provide models of identity in the 
contemporary world. 
Consequently, I argue that much postmodern cultural analysis is too one-sided 
and limited, in either restricting its focus on form, on image alone, or in abandoning 
media culture analysis altogether in favor of grandiose totalizing metaphors (black 
holes, implosion, excremental culture, and so on). Instead, it is preferable to analyze 
both form and content, image and narrative, and postmodern surface and the deeper 
ideological problematics within the context of specific exercises which explicate 
the polysemic nature of images and texts, and which endorse the possibility of 
multiple encodings and decodings. With these qualifications in mind, let us then 
examine Miami Vice to discover what we might learn concerning television, 
postmodernity, and identity. 
Miami Vice and the politics of image and identity 
Miami Vice, along with MTV, was many critics’ favorite example of postmodern 
television (Gitlin 1987; Fiske 1987b; Grossberg 1987). The program originated in 
1984 as a product of “Hill Street Blues” producer Anthony Yerkovich and film 



director Michael Mann; Mann became the controlling figure and remained with 
the program until its end in 1989. The series took the form of a crime drama centered 
around two undercover officers, Sonny Crockett, a Miami native and former 
University of Florida football player (Don Johnson) and Ricardo Tubbs (Paul 
Michael Thomas), a Puerto Rican detective who migrated south from New York 
City. Their superior, Castillo (Edward James Olmos), was a Cuban-American and 
they had a variety of police co-workers and street informants who were series 
regulars. Action focused on Miami drug and crime scenes, and was shot at actual 
Florida locations around Miami. 
In Miami Vice, images are detached from the narrative and seem to take on a life 
of their own. Its producers rejected familiar earth tones and offered instead a wealth 
of artificial images, emphasizing South Florida colors of flamingo pink, lime green, 
Caribbean blue, subdued pastels, and flashing neon. On the cutting edge of image 
and sound production from the beginning, the series deployed four-track stereo 
and used popular rock music to establish ambience, often playing entire songs as 
background to the action, replicating the music video form of MTV.6 Their use of 
lighting, camera angles, cutting, sound, and the exotic terrain of Miami’s hightech, 
high-rise, high-crime, and multiracial culture makes for a wealth of resonant 
images which its producers sometimes successfully turned into aesthetic spectacles 
that are highly intense, fascinating, and seductive. The sometimes meandering 
narratives replicate experiences of fragmentation and of slow ennui, punctuated 
with hallucinogenic intensity. Image frequently takes precedence over narrative 
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and the look and feel become primary, often relegating story-line and narrative 
meanings to the background. 
No doubt, this arguably postmodern style is a fundamental aspect of Miami 
Vice and yet I would submit that most analyses of the series as “postmodern” 
get it wrong, or miss key aspects of the phenomenon. Privileging Jameson’s 
category of the waning of affect, Gitlin (1987), for example, claims that Miami 
Vice is the ultimate in postmodern blankness, emptiness, and world-weariness. 
Yet, against this reading, one could argue that it pulsates as well with intense 
emotion, a clash of values, and highly specific political messages and positions 
(see Best and Kellner 1987 and the following analysis). Grossberg (1987) also 
argues that Miami Vice and other postmodern culture obliterates meaning and 
depth, claiming: 
Miami Vice is, as its critics have said, all on the surface. And the surface is 
nothing but a collection of quotations from our own collective historical 
debris, a mobile game of Trivia. It is, in some ways, the perfect televisual 
image, minimalist (the sparse scenes, the constant long shots, etc) yet concrete. 
(Grossberg 1987:28) 
Grossberg goes on to argue that “indifference” (to meanings, ideology, politics, 
and so on) is the key distinguishing feature of Miami Vice and other postmodern 
texts which he suggests are more akin to billboards to be scanned for what they tell 
us about our cultural terrain rather than texts to be read and interrogated. 
Against Grossberg, I would argue that Miami Vice is highly polysemic and is 
saturated with ideologies, messages, and quite specific meanings and values. 
Behind the high-tech glitz are multiple sites of meaning, multiple subject 
positions, and highly contradictory ideological problematics. The show had a 
passionately loyal audience which was obviously not indifferent to the series 
which had, as I attempt to show, its own intense, affective investments and 
passions. In the following discussion, I thus argue that reading the text of Miami 
Vice hermeneutically and critically provides access to its polysemic wealth and 
that therefore it is a mistake to rapidly speed by such artifacts, however some 
audiences may relate to them. 
By contrast, for a one-dimensional postmodern reading, an artifact like Miami 
Vice is all surface without any depth or layered meanings. On my reading, however, 



the form, narrative, and images constitute a polysemic text with a multiplicity of 
possible meanings which require multivalent readings that probe the various layers 
of the text. For my political hermeneutic, the show is read as a social text which 
tells us some things about contemporary society. In particular, I wish to suggest 
that Miami Vice provides many insights into the fragmentation, reconstruction, 
and fragility of identity in contemporary culture and that it also provides insight 
into how identities are constructed through the incorporation of subject positions 
offered for emulation by media culture. Against the Althusserian position, taken at 
one time by Screen, which claims that ideological texts interpolate individuals into 
subject positions that are homogenous, unified, and untroubled, I shall suggest 
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that on the contrary the “subject positions” of media culture are highly specific, 
contradictory, fragile, and subject to rapid reconstruction and transformation.7 

To begin, media culture provides images and figures with which its audiences 
can identity and emulate. It thus possesses important socializing and enculturating 
effects via its role models, gender models, and variety of subject positions which 
valorize certain forms of behavior and style while denigrating and villainizing 
other types. For example, it is well-documented that Miami Vice’s detectives 
Crockett (Don Johnson) and Tubbs (Paul Michael Thomas) have become fashion 
icons, arbiters of taste. Crockett’s unconstructed Italian jackets, his tennis shoes 
without socks, his T-shirts and loose pants, his frequently stubbled beard, his 
changing hairstyle, and so on produced a model for a new male look, a new hip 
alternative to straight fashion, a legitimation for “loose and causal.” Tubbs, by 
contrast, provides an icon of the hip and meticulously fashionable with his Vern 
Uomo double-breasted suits and thin Italian ties, fashionable shoes, trendy earring, 
and nouveau-cool demeanor. Their male associates, Zito and Switek, with their 
Hawaiian shirts, loose, colorful pants, and very lack of high fashion provide models 
of more informal clothing and looks, while the women detectives Gina and Trudy 
are constantly changing their clothes, hairstyles, and looks, validating a constant 
turn-over and reconstruction of image and look. 
The social horizon of Miami Vice is the materialist consumer society of the 
1980s and the Reaganist emphasis on wealth, affluence, fashion, style, and image. 
During this time, a new image culture defined identity in terms of image. Miami 
Vice, in its images and stories, transcoded these fashion and identity discourses 
and in turn influenced the fashion, style, and look of its era. The Miami Vice effect: 
it was now cool to engage in more casual fashion styles and to constantly change 
one’s look and image. Don Johnson and other actors on the show became fashion 
icons and role models, and the show promoted a glitzy high-tech look which 
synthesized advertising and TV techniques, combining dazzling images with fast 
editing and intense musical soundtracks and background. 
Crockett and Tubbs and their colleagues are arguably role models for macho 
white males, blacks, Hispanics, women, and teenagers, while the criminal underclass 
portrayed provides criminal identities. Thus, quite specific gender and role models 
and subject positions are projected, as are quite different images of sex, race, and 
class than are usual in the typical mediascapes of television world. In general, 
Miami Vice positions its viewers to identify with and desire an affluent, up-scale 
lifestyle via its projection of images of a high-tech, high-consumption affluent 
society. Its iconic images of high-rise buildings, luxury houses, fast and expensive 
cars and women, and, of course, the pricey and ambiguous commodities of drugs 
and prostitution produce images of affluence and high-level consumption which 
position viewers to envy the wealth and power of the villains while identifying as 
well with the lifestyles, personality traits, and behavior of the heroes. The challenge 
of Miami Vice is to present the “good” cops as more appropriate and desirable role 
models than the “bad” drug dealers and affluent criminal underworld who in a 
sense live out the fantasy of unbridled capitalism. 
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The program also invites viewers to identify with a fast, mobile lifestyle focusing 
on exciting consumerist leisure. The opening iconic images of the show present a 
speedboat racing across the ocean with blue waves and white foam pulsating to an 
intense musical beat; the images cut to exotic birds, sensual women, sports 
competition, horse and dog racing, and other leisure images with affluent Miami 
as the backdrop. These opening images are packed together with quick editing 
which provide a sensation of speed and mobility, iconic invitations to get into the 
fast lane and join the high life. The show itself will then demonstrate how individuals 
enter into this leisure utopia and find the good life within its spectacles and 
enticements. 
As its narratives unfold, Miami Vice presents some revealing insights into the 
problematics of identity in contemporary techno-capitalist societies. The chief 
characters (Crockett, Tubbs and their boss Castillo) all have multiple identities and 
multiple pasts which intersect in unstable ways with the present. In each case, their 
identity is fragmented and unstable, different and distinctive in each character, yet 
always subject to dramatic change. Crockett is presented as an ex-football star, a 
Vietnam veteran, and a young man familiar with the criminal underworld, with the 
players in the drug and crime scene. His nickname “Sonny” codes him as an icon 
of youth while his last name “Crockett,” evokes the hero image derived from the 
name of one of the heroes of the Alamo, Davy Crockett, who was subject of a 
successful Disney TV miniseries in the 1950s and the hero of John Wayne’s The 
Alamo in 1960. Unlike the stolid bourgeois Davy, however, Sonny is presented as 
having been married and divorced with several episodes depicting him with his 
former wife and son, yet these encounters are infrequent and he gains no real 
lasting identity as a father or husband in the series. 
Instead, Crockett is portrayed in multiple relationships, relatively unstructured 
and subject to quick change. In early seasons, he is shown involved with his 
colleague Gina and is also involved with a fashionable architect, a stewardess who 
dies of a drug overdose, and a woman doctor who is also a drug addict. These 
relationships were featured in single episodes within which the relationship 
disintegrated, never to reappear (his two lovers involved with drugs died). In the 
1987/8 season, Crockett marries a successful rock singer who he was assigned to 
protect (played by Scottish rock star Sheena Easton), yet she soon disappears on a 
seemingly interminable rock tour and when he is shot and almost dies (“A Bullet 
for Crockett,” 1988), she cannot be reached and only his colleagues are there for 
the death watch—a substitute family of a type increasingly familiar in TV world as 
the divorce rate soars in the real world. 
Tubbs, by contrast, is presented as a street-wise black cop who leaves New York 
after his brother is shot and comes to Miami to seek his brother’s killer; he decides 
to stay and teams up with Crockett. His name Ricardo Tubbs, his nickname Rico, 
and his dark, multiple-hued skin codes him as of mixed racial descent. Tubbs rarely 
talks about his past and lives a perpetual present, closely connected only to his 
partner Crockett. Their boss Castillo was also, like Crockett, a Vietnam veteran 
who worked as well for the Drug Enforcement Agency in Thailand where he married 
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and lost his wife in a battle with a drugs baron. Presumed dead, she and the drugs 
baron arrive in Miami (“Golden Triangle,” 1985); Castillo learns that she is now 
happily married, but was kidnapped and is in effect the hostage of the drug dealer, 
who threatens to kill her husband if she leaves or betrays him. After Castillo rescues 
the woman, in a Casablanca-inspired ending, he bids her and her husband farewell 
at the end of the episode. 
Castillo appears as the brooding patriarch, the self-contained and self-enclosed 
autonomous subject who defines himself by his morality and actions. His is the 
most stable identity in Miami Vice and he presents a figure of an autonomous self 
with a strongly fixed personal identity. Yet Castillo too is presented as a man of 
great passion and intensity which he constantly suppresses, producing the image 



of a smoldering figure who could explode any moment into violence and chaos, 
whose carefully constructed moral boundaries might at any moment dissolve—a 
quiet, tragic figure who could easily fall into the more chaotic world of violence 
and nihilism which threatens all boundaries and identities in the fragile and unstable 
world of Miami Vice. 
Crockett and Tubbs in contrast to Castillo are constantly changing their looks, 
styles, and behavior. At the beginning of the 1988/9 season, Crockett appeared 
with shoulder-length hair, sometimes held back in a ponytail, while Tubbs appeared 
with a thick beard—which disappeared later in the season. The instability of the 
cops’ identity in Miami Vice is exploited in a plot device which utilizes their multiple 
identities as cops and undercover players in the underworld. Both assume 
undercover roles with Crockett living on an expensive boat, masquerading as drug 
runner Sonny Burnett, while Tubbs assumes the role of buyer/dealer Ricardo Cooper 
who sometimes assumes a Jamaican, Caribbean persona, while other times he 
appears as a hip, black urban hood. One would think that the word would soon get 
around that “Burnett” is “really” the vice cop “Crockett” and that the various 
criminals who Tubbs “plays” are “really” masks for the vice cop “Tubbs.” Yet in 
show after show, Crockett and Tubbs assume their criminal identities and slide 
from good guy to bad guy as easily as one would change one’s undershirt.8 Such 
doubled-coded identities signals the artificiality of identity, that identity is 
constructed not given, that it is a matter of choice, style, and behavior rather than 
intrinsic moral or psychological qualities. It also suggests that identity is a game 
that one plays, that one can easily shift from one identity to another. 
Postmodern identity, then, is constituted theatrically through role playing and 
image construction. While the locus of modern identity revolved around one’s 
occupation, one’s function in the public sphere (or family), postmodern identity 
revolves around leisure, centered on looks, images, and consumption. Modern 
identity was a serious affair involving fundamental choices that defined who one 
was (profession, family, political identifications, and so on), while postmodern 
identity is a function of leisure and is grounded in play, in gamesmanship, in 
producing an image. The notion of a “player”—central to identity construction in 
Miami Vice—provides clues to the nature of postmodern identity. A “player” knows 
the rules and the score and acts accordingly. The player plays with and often flouts 
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social conventions and attempts to distinguish herself through ritualized activities, 
through gambling, sports, drug-dealing and use, sexual activity, or other leisure 
and social concerns. The player “becomes someone” if she succeeds and gains 
identity through admiration and respect of other players. 
One of the structuring principles of Miami Vice points to a schizoid dichotomy 
within the identity construction of the two main characters which I believe points 
to tensions within contemporary identity construction. As noted, Crockett and Tubbs 
are both cops and players in many episodes, acting as criminals to entrap the “real” 
players. In the 1988/9 season, the plot lines played on this double identity, as 
Crockett schizophrenically slid from Burnett back to Crockett. The story suggests 
that it is easy to fall into, to become, the roles that one plays and that identity 
construction today is highly tenuous and fragile. Suspense was built around whether 
“Crockett” could continue to be “Crockett,” or whether he would suddenly become 
“Burnett.” The moral seems to be that when one radically shifts identity at will, 
one might lose control, one might become pathologically conflicted and divided, 
disabled from autonomous thought and action. 
Thus it appears that postmodern identity tends more to be constructed from the 
images of leisure and consumption than modern identities and tends to be more 
unstable and subject to change. Both modern and postmodern identity contain a 
level of reflexivity, an awareness that identity is chosen and constructed, though, 
in contemporary society, it may be more “natural” to change identities, to switch 
with the changing winds of fashion. While this produces an erosion of individuality 



and increased social conformity (to contemporary models of identity), there are, 
however, some positive potentials of this postmodern portrayal of identity as an 
artificial construct. For such a notion of identity suggests that one can always 
change one’s life, that identity can always be reconstructed, that one is free to 
change and produce oneself as one chooses. 
This notion of multiple, freely chosen, and easily disposed of postmodern 
identities can be interestingly contrasted to more traditional images of police who 
had quite different “modern” identities and who offered quite different subject 
positions. In Dragnet (1951–9 and 1967–70) Jack Webb’s Sgt. Friday was the 
model of the tight, moralistic, and ascetic authoritarian personality, while Robert 
Stack’s Elliot Ness in “The Untouchables” (1959–63) was literally untouchable 
and incorruptible by women or criminals. Both were extremely rigid, authoritarian 
figures without apparent personal lives or any individuality or complex personality 
traits. The chief cop in The F.B.I. (1965–74) was also highly impersonal, with no 
distinctive personal identity, as were the cops in 1950s police dramas like Highway 
Patrol, M Squad, and The Naked City. 
In the 1960s and 1970s more “personable” cops began to appear with Columbo, 
Kojak, Baretta, Starsky and Hutch, and so on. Yet these TV cops too had relatively 
fixed identities which were readily identifiable by their personality quirks, by their 
marks of individuality. Columbo’s shuffling, modest, and sly methods of 
interrogation, Kojak’s bully-boy masculist tactics, Baretta’s identification with the 
little guy and rage at criminals who hurt “his” people, and Starsky and Hutch’s 
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explosions of moral rage provided these TV cops with stable, familiar identities— 
more highly individualized than previous ones, but equally substantial and fixed. 
Such stability is no longer visible in Miami Vice where Crockett and Tubbs assume 
different hairstyles, looks, roles, and behavior, from show to show, season to season. 
Although identity in Miami Vice in the figures of Crockett and Tubbs is unstable, 
fluid, fragmentary, disconnected, multiple, open, and subject to dramatic 
transformation, it nonetheless privileges certain male subject positions. In particular, 
macho male identity is positively valorized throughout; Crockett, Tubbs, and Castillo 
are all highly macho figures and their male and female subordinates emulate their 
behavior. The viewer is thus positioned to view highly aggressive, highly masculist, 
and, fairly often, highly sexist behavior as desirable, and a macho male subject is 
thus privileged as the most desirable role model. The two women vice cops— 
Trudy and Gina—are often assigned to play prostitutes, or to seduce criminals and 
are thus presented in negative stereotypes of sluts and seducers; they often fall into 
situations of danger and must be rescued by the male cops. When they are allowed 
subjectivity of their own, they fall for criminals, as when Gina falls in love with an 
unscrupulous IRA thug in the episode entitled “When Irish Eyes are Shining” 
(1985). The women cops are presented most positively when they engage in 
aggressive male behavior, as when Gina shoots the IRA gunmen, or Trudy shoots 
an especially sleazy criminal who she was forced to sleep with in her undercover 
work. Such macho behavior replicates the images of women warriors which became 
an increasingly central image in the late 1970s and 1980s (Alien, Aliens, 
Superwoman, Sheena, and so on). Equality in this ideological scenario thus becomes 
equal opportunities to kill, to become women warriors equal to the macho males in 
the realm of primal aggressivity. 
The show is also arguably racist, privileging the white male Crockett as the 
subject of power and desire, as the center around which most of the narratives 
revolve. In January of 1989, NBC devoted its Friday night primetime schedule to 
“Three for Crockett,” broadcasting three straight episodes that centered on the 
central white male figure. In terms of image construction, white is also the privileged 
color: Crockett often wears white jackets, drives a white car, carouses on white 
sand beaches, and pursues beautiful white women. Black—as in the traditional 
melodrama genre—is coded as the site of danger, mystery, uncertainty, and evil. 



Few shows have used as many and as menacing black, nighttime backdrops, in 
which the light forms and figures are privileged as the positive index against the 
negatively valorized black background. 
And yet the black/white friendship of Crockett and Tubbs—interpreted by some 
critics as blatantly homoerotic (Butler 1985)—presents one of the most striking 
images of interracial friendship in the history of television, and Tubbs and Castillo 
are two of the most positive images of people of color yet to appear. On the other 
hand, while Tubbs and Castillo arguably provide positive role models for young 
black and Hispanic males, most of the images of blacks, Hispanics and Third- 
World people of color in the series are strongly negative. Two informers featured 
on many episodes—the Cuban Izzie and the black Noogie—are stereotypes of 
Television, advertising, and identity 245 
Hispanic and black street hustlers, the improper role models against which Tubbs 
and Castillo are defined. Two black policeman have been featured in supporting 
roles—an obnoxious New York officer and an overly aggressive and incompetent 
federal drug enforcer—who also present the negative antithesis of the ideal black 
professional. The criminals are also stereotyped people of color who play the usual 
conventional roles: drug dealers, war lords, prostitutes, gun runners, and so on, 
who are predominantly vicious, unprincipled, dangerous, and violent. 
Third-World scenes are likewise presented negatively as places of corruption, 
violence, and multiple forms of evil and these negative emanations from the site of 
otherness, the hearts of darkness, are shown as threatening the utopia of Miami 
with its easy affluence and upscale lifestyles. The underclass of the United States 
by contrast is rarely portrayed, though some episodes have shown quite striking 
images of ghetto life and one 1986 episode realistically depicts the problems of 
ghetto blacks in a story of a young black athlete, unable to escape from the violence 
and degradation of the ghetto. 
In fact, there are some socially critical and progressive aspects to the series. In 
a sense, the “vice” portrayed is as much capitalism’s vice as Miami’s. While Miami 
is the site of unbridled crime, it is also the site of unbridled “free enterprise” and 
drug dealing is the ultimate in high-profit capital accumulation, while drugs 
represent the ultracapitalist dream of a commodity that is cheap to produce and 
that can provide tremendous profits in its selling. A Thai drugs baron in a 1985 
episode “The Golden Triangle” states that drugs are “no different from tapioca or 
tin ore from Malaysia. It is simply a commodity for which there is a demand.” 
Indeed, the series is one of the few to present critical images of capitalism. One 
episode, “The Prodigal Son” (1985), featured Living Theater impresario Julien 
Beck as a New York banker. In a meeting with drugs barons, the banker stated that 
the financial establishment favored continued drug trade to help them recoup their 
loans to Third-World countries, for whom drugs was one of the few high yield 
exports. In this and other episodes Miami Vice thus practices mild social critique.9 

Like Balzac and Brecht, Miami Vice associates wealth with crime, capitalist 
enterprise with criminality. On the other hand, the very glamorizing of crime also 
celebrates high-powered capitalism, so the equation of crime and business is highly 
ambiguous—an ambiguity that runs through the series and which constitutes 
postmodern identity as ambivalent and beyond traditional “good” and “bad” role 
models. For identity is often constructed in media culture and society against 
dominant conventions and morality; thus there is something amoral or morally 
threatening about postmodern selves which are fluid, multiple, and subject to rapid 
change. From this perspective, Crockett is a highly ambivalent hero for American 
culture: he is frequently unshaven, never wears a tie and often goes without socks, 
is sexually promiscuous, and often reverts into his undercover “Burnett” role in 
which he plays with gusto the hip “player,” ready to do anything for some bucks. 
Yet Miami Vice is really neither nihilistic nor celebratory of crime. Like the 
traditional gangster genre in Hollywood film (see Warshow 1962), the series can 
be read as a cautionary morality tale which shows that those who go beyond 
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acceptable boundaries in the pursuit of wealth and power are bound to fall. Like 
the gangster genre, Miami Vice is deeply attracted to its criminal underworld and 
plays out the primal passion play of capitalist free enterprise: devotion at all costs 
to maximizing capital accumulation. Miami Vice thus identifies the ultra-capitalist 
subject position as one of greed, uncontrolled appetite, and violent aggression 
which inevitably leads to death and destruction. 
And yet the images of the affluent lifestyles of the criminals are so attractive 
and appealing that the series itself is morally ambivalent, investing both the 
professional identity of the cops and the outlaw identity of the criminals with positive 
value—an ambivalence intensified by the dual identities of Crockett and Tubbs 
who play out both affluent criminal roles and professional cop roles, within the 
same episode. Such ambivalence perhaps intensifies the sort of relativism that certain 
postmodern theorists claim is symptomatic of the contemporary condition. The 
series also puts on display and reinforces tendencies in contemporary society to 
adopt multiple identities, to change one’s identity and look as one changes one’s 
clothes, job, or habitat. This analysis of Miami Vice suggests, in fact, that image, 
look, and style are key constituents of a postmodern image culture and key 
constituents of postmodern identity. 
Consequently, Miami Vice puts on display the way that identity is constituted 
in contemporary society through image and style, and suggests that such a 
mode of identity is highly fluid, multiple, mobile, and transitory. Yet I have 
attempted to show that certain images of fashion, gender, and style are connected 
to specific content and values, thus constituting specific modes and forms of 
identity. Likewise, the images and narratives of media culture are also saturated 
with ideology and value, so that identity in contemporary societies can (still) 
be interpreted as an ideological construct, as a means whereby enculturation 
produces subject positions which reproduce dominant capitalist and masculist 
values and modes of life. 
Throughout this book, I have attempted to redeem Marxist, feminist, and 
multiculturalist modes of ideology critique against postmodern formalism which 
abstracts ideological content from image and spectacle and which affirms theses 
concerning the collapse of meaning and identity in a postmodern mediascape. 
Against this operation, I have suggested that rather than identity disappearing in 
contemporary society, it is rather reconstructed and redefined and I have attempted 
to show the relevance and importance of theories which focus on specific ideological 
subject positions and modes of identity formation to help illuminate these processes. 
Thus, whereas the modern self often assumed multiple identities, the necessity of 
choice and instability of a constructed identity often produced anxiety. Moreover, 
a stable, substantial identity—albeit self-reflexive and freely chosen—was at least 
a normative goal for the modern self—a type of stable identity clearly observable 
in the television heroes of the 1950s through the 1970s. The rapid shifts of identity 
in Miami Vice, by contrast, suggest that the postmodern self accepts and affirms 
multiple and shifting identities. Identity today thus becomes a freely chosen game, 
a theatrical presentation of the self, in which one is able to present oneself in a 
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variety of roles, images, and activities, relatively unconcerned about shifts, 
transformations, and dramatic changes. 
This analysis would suggest that what might be called postmodern identity is 
an extension of the freely chosen and multiple identities of the modern self which 
accepts and affirms an unstable and rapidly mutating condition. Yet precisely this 
condition of a multiplicity of choices was a problem for the modern self, producing 
anxiety and identity crisis. For the postmodern self, however, anxiety allegedly 
disappears for immersion in euphoric fragments of experience and frequent change 
of image and identity. I would not, however, want to go as far as Jameson (1984:62f.) 
who claims that anxiety disappears in postmodern culture, nor would I want to 



deny that identity crises still occur and are often acute (a psychiatrist friend told 
me that gender confusion is especially acute among teenagers today, who are deeply 
attracted to androgynous figures like Boy George and Michael Jackson, as well as 
to feminine males like Prince, or “macho” women like Madonna). Indeed, when 
one changes one’s images and style frequently, there is always anxiety concerning 
whether others will accept one’s changes and validate through positive recognition 
one’s new identity. 
Yet one surmises that there is a shift in identity formation and that postmodern 
selves are becoming more multiple, transitory, and open. For Jameson (1984:76), 
the figure of David Bowie gazing in fascination at a stack of television sets was a 
privileged figure of the postmodern self—an image to which we might add figures 
of the TV channel-switcher, rapidly changing channels and mediascapes, or the 
modem-connected computer freak, rapidly switching from computer games, to 
data-bases and bulletin boards, to one’s own personal word-processing system 
and files, which figure the new postmodern terminal self. Moreover, there are 
emancipatory possibilities in the perpetual possibility of being able to change one’s 
self and identity, to move from one identity to another, to revel in the play of 
multiple and plural identities. 
In any case, whatever its nature—modern or postmodern—identity in 
contemporary society is increasingly mediated by media images which provide 
the models and ideals for modelling personal identity. Media stars like the cops on 
Miami Vice, or pop superstars like Michael Jackson or Madonna, also provide 
models of identity through the construction of looks, image, and style. Advertising 
too provides such models of identity and in the following discussion I want to 
show how some cigarette ads provide figures of the dramatic shift in the nature 
and substance of personal identity in contemporary society. After an examination 
of these artifacts, I’ll draw some provisional conclusions concerning identity and 
postmodernity. 
ADVERTISING IMAGES 
Like television narratives, advertising too can be seen as providing some functional 
equivalents of myth. Like myths, ads frequently resolve social contradictions, 
provide models of identity, and celebrate the existing social order. Barthes (1972 
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[1957]) saw that advertising provided a repertoire of contemporary mythologies, 
and in the following discussion I depict how cigarette ads contribute to identity 
formation in contemporary society. The following analysis is intended to show 
that even the static images of advertising contain subject positions and models for 
identification that are heavily coded ideologically. As in the previous discussion, I 
argue here—against a certain type of postmodern formal analysis—that the images 
of media culture are important both in the mode of their formal image construction 
and address, as well as in terms of the meanings and values which they communicate. 
Accordingly, I discuss some print ads which are familiar, are readily available for 
scrutiny, and lend themselves to critical analysis. 
Print ads are an important sector of the advertising world with about 50 percent 
of advertising revenues going to various print media while 22 percent is expended 
on television advertising. Let us look first, then, at some cigarette ads, including 
Marlboro ads aimed primarily at male smokers and Virginia Slims ads which try to 
convince women that it is cool to smoke and that the product being advertised is 
perfect for the “modern” woman (see the illustration following).10 Corporations 
such as those in the tobacco industry undertake campaigns to associate their product 
with positive and desirable images and gender models. Thus, in the 1950s, Marlboro 
undertook a campaign to associate its cigarette with masculinity, associating 
smoking its product with being a “real man.” Marlboro had been previously 
packaged as a milder women’s cigarette, and the “Marlboro man” campaign was 
an attempt to capture the male cigarette market with images of archetypically 
masculine characters. Since the cowboy, Western image provided a familiar icon 



of masculinity, independence, and ruggedness, it was the preferred symbol for the 
campaign. Subsequently, the “Marlboro man” became a part of American folklore 
and a readily identifiable cultural symbol. 
Such symbolic images in advertising attempt to create an association between 
the products offered and socially desirable and meaningful traits in order to produce 
the impression that if one wants to be a certain type of person,—for instance, to be 
a “real man”—then one should buy Marlboro cigarettes. Consequently, for decades, 
Marlboro used the cowboy figure as the symbol of masculinity and the center of 
their ads. In a postmodern image culture, individuals get their very identity from 
these figures, thus advertising becomes an important and overlooked mechanism 
of socialization, as well as manager of consumer demand. 
Ads form textual systems with basic components which are interrelated in ways that 
positively position the product. The main components of the classical Marlboro ads are 
the conjunction of nature, the cowboy, horses, and the cigarette (see Figure 1). This 
system associates the Marlboro cigarette with masculinity, power, and nature. Note, 
however, in the Marlboro ad in Figure 2, how the cowboys decline in size, dwarfed by the 
images of desert and sky. Whereas in earlier Marlboro ads, the Marlboro man loomed 
largely in the center of the frame, now images of nature are highlighted. Why this shift? 
All ads are social texts which respond to key developments during the period in 
which they appear. During the 1980s, media reports concerning the health hazard 
of cigarettes became widespread—a message highlighted in the mandatory box at 
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the bottom of the ad that “The Surgeon General Has Determined That Cigarette 
Smoking is Dangerous to Your Health.” As a response to this attack, the Marlboro 
ads now feature images of clean, pure, wholesome nature, as if it were “natural” to 
smoke cigarettes, as if cigarettes were a healthy “natural” product, an emanation 
of benign and healthy nature. The ad, in fact, hawks Marlboro Lights and one of 
the captions describes it as a “low tar cigarette.” Many 1980s Marlboro ads deployed 
imagery that was itself “light,” white, green, snowy, and airy. Through the process 
of metonomy, or contiguous association, the ads tries to associate the cigarettes 
with “light,” “natural,” healthy deserts, clean snow, horses, cowboys, trees, and 
sky, as if they were all related “natural” artifacts, sharing the traits of “nature,” 
thus covering over the fact that cigarettes are an artificial, synthetic product, full of 
dangerous pesticides, preservatives, and other chemicals.11 

Thus, the images of healthy nature are a Barthesian mythology (1972) which 
attempt to cover over the image of the dangers to health from cigarette smoking. 
The Marlboro ad also draws on images of tradition (the cowboy), hard work, caring 
for animals, and other desirable traits, as if smoking were a noble activity, 
metonomically equivalent to these other positive social activities. The images, texts, 
and product shown in the ad thus provide a symbolic construct which tries to cover 
over and camouflage contradictions between the “heavy” work and the “light” 
cigarette, between the “natural” scene and the “artificial” product, between the 
cool and healthy outdoors scene and between the hot and unhealthy activity of 
smoking, and the rugged masculinity of the Marlboro man and the Light cigarette, 
originally targeted at women. In fact, this latter contradiction can be explained by 
the marketing ploy of suggesting to men that they can both be highly masculine, 
like the Marlboro man, and smoke a (supposedly) “healthier” cigarette, while also 
appealing to macho women who might enjoy smoking a “man’s” cigarette which 
is also “lighter” and “healthier,” as women’s cigarettes are supposed to be. 
The 1983 Virginia Slims ad pictured in Figure 3 attempts in a similar fashion 
to associate its product with socially desired traits and offers subject positions 
with which women can identify. The Virginia Slims textual system classically 
includes a vignette at the top of the ad with a picture underneath of the Virginia 
Slims woman next to the prominently displayed package of cigarettes. In the 
example pictured, the top of the ad features a framed box that contains the narrative 



images and message, which is linked to the changes in the situation of women 
portrayed through a contrast with the “modern” woman below. The caption under 
the boxed image of segregated male and female exercise classes in 1903 contains 
the familiar Virginia Slims slogan “You’ve come a long way, baby.” The caption, 
linked to the Virginia Slims w oman, next to the package of cig arettes, connotes 
a message of progress, metonomically linking Virginia Slims to the “progressive 
woman” and “modern” living. In this ad, it is the linkages and connections 
between the parts that establish the message which associates Virginia Slims 
with progress. The ad tells women that it is progressive and socially acceptable 
to smoke, and it associates Virginia Slims with modernity, social progress, and 
the desired social trait of slimness. 
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In fact, Lucky Strike carried out a successful advertising campaign in the 1930s 
which associated smoking with weight reduction (“Reach for a Lucky instead of a 
sweet!”), and Virginia Slims plays on this tradition, encapsulated in the very brand 
name of the product. Note too that the cigarette is a “Lights” variety and that, like 
the Marlboro ad, it tries to associate its product with health and well-being. The 
pronounced smile on the woman’s face also tries to associate the product with 
happiness and self-contentment, struggling against the association of smoking with 
guilt and dangers to one’s health. The image of the slender woman, in turn, 
associated with slimness and lightness, not only associates the product with socially 
desirable traits, but in turn promotes the ideal of slimness as the ideal type of 
femininity. 
Later in the 1980s, Capri cigarettes advertised its product as “the slimmest slim!”, 
building on the continued and intensified association of slimness with femininity. 
The promotion of smoking and slimness is far from innocent, however, and has 
contributed to eating disorders, faddish diets and exercise programs, and a dramatic 
increase in anoxeria among young women, as well as rising cancer rates. As Judith 
Williamson points out (1978), advertising “addresses” individuals and invites them 
to identify with certain products, images, and behavior. Advertising provides a 
utopian image of a new, more attractive, more successful, more prestigious “you” 
through purchase of certain goods. Advertising magically offers self-transformation 
and a new identity, associating changes in consumer behavior, fashion, and 
appearance with metamorphosis into a new person. Consequently, individuals are 
taught to identify with values, role models, and social behavior through advertising 
which is thus an important instrument of socialization as well as a manager of 
consumer demand. 
Advertising sells its products and view of the world through images, rhetoric, 
slogans, and their juxtaposition in ads to which tremendous artistic resources, 
psychological research, and marketing strategies are devoted. These ads express 
and reinforce dominant images of gender and position men and women to assume 
highly specific subject positions. A 1988 Virginia Slims ad (shown in Figure 4), in 
fact, reveals a considerable transformation in its image of women during the 1980s 
and a new strategy to persuade women that it is all right and even “progressive” 
and ultramodern to smoke. This move points to shifts in the relative power between 
men and women and discloses new subject positions for women validated by the 
culture industries. 
Once again the sepia-colored framed box at the top of the ad contains an image 
of a woman serving her man in 1902; the comic pose and irritated look of the 
woman suggests that such servitude is highly undesirable and its contrast with the 
Virginia Slims woman (who herself now wears the leather boots and leather gloves 
and jacket as well) suggests that women have come a long way while the everpresent 
cigarette associates woman’s right to smoke in public with social progress. 
This time the familiar “You’ve come a long way, baby” is absent, perhaps because 
the woman pictured would hardly tolerate being described as “baby” and because 
women’s groups had been protesting the sexist and demeaning label in the slogan. 
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Note, too, the transformation of the image of the woman in the Virginia Slims ad. No 
longer the smiling, cute, and wholesome potential wife of the earlier ad, she is now 
more threatening, more sexual, less wifely, and more masculine. The sunglasses 
connote the distance from the male gaze which she wants to preserve and the leather 
jacket with the military insignia connotes that she is equal to men, able to carry on a 
masculine role, and is stronger and more autonomous than women of the past. 
The 1988 ad is highly antipatriarchal and even expresses hostility toward men 
with the overweight man with glasses and handlebar mustache looking slightly 
ridiculous while it is clear that the woman is being held back by ridiculous fashion 
and intolerable social roles. The “new” Virginia Slims woman, however, who 
completely dominates the scene, is the epitome of style and power. This strong 
woman can easily take in hand and enjoy the phallus (i.e. the cigarette as the sign 
of male power accompanied by the male dress and military insignia) and serve as 
an icon of female glamour as well. This ad links power, glamour, and sexuality and 
offers a model of female power, associated with the cigarette and smoking. Ads 
work in part by generating dissatisfaction and by offering images of transformation, 
of a new personal identity. This particular ad promotes dissatisfaction with traditional 
images and presents a new image of a more powerful woman, a new lifestyle and 
identity for the Virginia Slims smoker. In these ways, the images associate the 
products advertised with certain socially desirable traits and convey messages 
concerning the symbolic benefits accrued to those who consume the product. 
Although Lights and Ultra Lights continue to be the dominant Virginia Slims 
types, the phrase does not appear as a highlighted caption in the 1988 ad as it used 
to and the package does not appear either. No doubt this “heavy” woman contradicts 
the “light” image and the ad connotes instead power and (a dubious) progress for 
women rather than slimness or lightness. Yet the woman’s teased and flowing 
blonde hair, her perfect teeth which form an obliging smile, and, especially her 
crotch positioned in the ad in a highly suggestive and inviting fashion code her as 
a symbol of beauty and sexuality, albeit more autonomous and powerful. 
The point I am trying to make is that it is precisely the images which are the 
vehicles of the subject positions and that therefore critical literacy in a postmodern 
image culture requires learning how to read images critically and to unpack the 
relations between images, texts, social trends, and products in commercial culture 
(Kellner 1989d). My reading of these ads suggests that advertising is as concerned 
with selling lifestyles and socially desirable identities, which are associated with 
their products, as with selling the product themselves—or rather, that advertisers 
use the symbolic constructs with which the consumer is invited to identify to try to 
induce her to use their product. Thus, the Marlboro man (i.e. the consumer who 
smokes the cigarette) is smoking masculinity or natural vigor as much as a cigarette, 
while the Virginia Slims woman is exhibiting modernity, thinness, or female power 
when she lights up her “slim.” 
This sort of reading of advertising not only helps individuals to resist 
manipulation, but it also depicts how something as seemingly innocuous as 
advertising can depict significant shifts in modes and models of identity. For 
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example, the two Virginia Slims ads suggest that at least a certain class of women 
(white, upper-middle and upper class) were gaining more power in society and 
that women were being attracted by stronger, more autonomous, and more 
masculine images. Advertising campaigns attempt to incorporate such images to 
associate their products with the socially desired traits which are then further 
promoted with the ads’ attempts to promote their products.12 

A comparison of late 1980s Marlboro ads with their earlier ads also yields 
some interesting results. While the Marlboro ads once centered on the “Marlboro 
man,” and in the early 1980s continue to feature this figure, curiously, by the late 
1980s, human beings disappeared altogether from some Marlboro ads which 



projected pure images of wholesome nature associated with the product. The caption 
“Made especially for menthol smokers,” the green menthol insignia on the cigarette 
package, and the blue and green backdrops of the trees, grass, and water in the ad 
all attempt to incorporate icons of health and nature into the ads, as if these menthol 
Lights would protect the buyer from cigarette health hazards. Undoubtedly this 
transformation in the Marlboro ads points to growing concern about the health 
hazards of cigarettes which required even purer emphasis on nature. Yet the absence 
of the Marlboro cowboy might also point to the obsolescence of the manual worker 
in a new postmodern information and service society where significant sectors of 
the so-called “new middle class” work in the industries of symbol and image 
production and manipulation. 
The prominent images of the powerful horses in the late 1980s ad, however, 
point to a continued desire for power and fantasies of virility and masculinity. The 
actual powerlessness of workers in contemporary capitalist society makes it in 
turn difficult to present concrete contemporary images of male power that would 
appeal to a variety of male (and female) smokers. Eliminating the male figure also 
allows appeal over a wider range of social classes and occupational types, including 
both men and women who could perhaps respond more positively to images of 
nature and power than to the rather obsolete cowboy figure. Further—and these 
images are clearly polysemic, subject to multiple readings,—the new emphasis on 
“Great refreshment in the flip-top box” not only harmonizes with the “refreshing” 
images of green and nature, but points to the new hedonist, leisure culture in 
postmodern society with its emphasis on the pleasures of consumption, spectacle, 
and refreshment. The refreshment tag also provides a new legitimation for cigarette 
smoking as a refreshing activity (building on the famous Pepsi “pause that 
refreshes”?) which codes an obviously dangerous activity as “refreshing” and thus 
as health-promoting. 
Moreover, the absence of human figures in the late 1980s Marlboro ads could 
be read as signs of the erasure of the human in postmodern society, giving credence 
to Foucault’s claim that in a new episteme the human itself could be washed away 
like a face drawn on sand at the edge of the sea (1970:387). Yet the human cannot 
so easily be washed away and lo and behold in 1989, not only human figures, but 
the Marlboro man himself returned in a new ad campaign. One ad provides an 
example of a new advertising strategy which requires the consumer to produce the 
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meaning herself, much like a modernist text. This fully two-page ad portrays giant 
hands (presumably those of the Marlboro man himself) holding a pair of gloves, 
with a cigarette held between two gnarled and weatherbeaten fingers. The only 
caption—besides the federally mandated list of ingredients and warnings to one’s 
health -says: “Come to where the flavor is.” There is no Marlboro cigarette box, 
portrayed nor any caption stating the brand name. Instead one has to look quite 
closely at the small brand name inscribed on the cigarette itself to discern precisely 
what brand is being advertised. 
Half of the two-page ad is buried in darkness with only the caption and 
difficult to decipher fragments of images emerging. The other half of the ad 
centers on the gnarled hands, perhaps projecting the subliminal message to 
those concerned with the health risks of smoking that it is possible to smoke 
and survive. For the heavily lined hands are obviously those of someone who 
has lived life to the full, whose vicissitudes and experience are etched into the 
very skin of his hands, whose deeply textured skin attests to a long-lived life. 
In this way, the cigarette is associated with survival and a full life, thus assuaging 
worries that smoking constitutes a serious risk of cancer and other dread diseases 
and providing subliminal functions of anxiety reduction—a typical task of 
contemporary advertising. 
This Marlboro ad is one of a genre of contemporary ads which forces the 
consumer to work at discerning the brand being sold and at deciphering the text to 



construct meaning. The minimalism of product signifiers appeals to readers jaded 
with traditional advertising, tired of the same old stale images, and bored with and 
cynical toward advertising manipulation. To the cool postmodern reader, the 
association of masculinity with smoking Marlboros might be laughable, yet even 
such minimalist ads utilize product differentiation and use new images while 
building on old cues. In addition to appealing to a survivalist urge in the 
contemporary smoker, the 1989 ad invites her to “Come to where the flavor is.” 
The emphasis on flavor appeals to hedonist tastes, to enjoy the flavor, to light up 
for pleasure. Such appeals interpellate contemporary individualist-hedonist impulses 
to have fun, to do what one wants and pleases at all costs—even the destruction of 
one’s health. 
The textual system of this 1989 Marlboro ad as a whole thus addresses its reader 
as an individual, as someone able to read the complex ad and to choose their own 
pleasures as they will. There is thus a subliminal appeal to the individual’s freedom 
and creativity which invites the reader to interpret the ad as one chooses and to 
light up the cigarette when one pleases in disregard of the obligatory government 
warnings linking cigarettes to health risks. The gnarled hands as well are those of 
an individual who is charge of his life and who makes his own decisions, so the 
text as a whole is structured to associate smoking Marlboro with individuality and 
power. Interestingly, this ad and the other Marlboro ads which erase human subjects 
play down gender identity and one might read this as a decentering of gender 
identity in contemporary society, as a disassociation between the product and gender, 
as a bracketing of the centrality of gender in the constitution of identity. The appeal 
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here is directly to use-value, to the pleasure and flavor that the cigarette produces 
rather than the sign value of masculinity, or the appeal to power. 
Moreover, this text works to get the reader to identify with the product and to 
produce a pleasurable feeling from the feat of producing meaning, from reading 
the ambiguous text, that is presumably then transferred to and associated with the 
product, so that the image of Marlboro is associated with free choice and creativity. 
And yet the highly paid cultural interpreters who work for advertising agencies are 
hedging their bets concerning the Marlboro ads of recent years. For the 1990s has 
seen a return of the previous realist ads which center on the old Marlboro cowboy, 
along with production of a new type of ad just analyzed, as well as a new series of 
pure nature imagery. 
In the 1990s, Marlboro has returned to recycling old images, especially of the 
famous cowboy and nature. The December 11–17, 1993 TV Guide back-cover ad, 
for instance, features the cowboy riding a horse, followed by another horse which 
he has roped and is leading through a snowy field. The white snow is blowing 
behind the cowboy deploying the images of nature. Thus, the image combines 
power and control with images of nature, implying that if you want to be a natural 
man and in control, smoke a Marlboro. Curiously, however, although the corporate 
insignia “Marlboro” is featured in bright red script there is no pack of cigarettes, 
or even a single cigarette, shown, nor is the cowboy, pictured hard at work, smoking. 
It is if Marlboro is embarrassed by their product and can only sell the qualities of 
nature and masculinity—and death, as the Surgeon General’s warning, boldly 
emblazoned in a letter box in the bottom right-hand corner notes. 
The multiplicity of strategies in cigarette ads show that the advertising agencies 
of contemporary capitalism are not at all sure as to what will attract consumers to 
their products, or with what images consumers identify. For, as I have been arguing, 
one of the features of contemporary culture is precisely the fragmentation, 
transitoriness, and multiplicity of images, which refuse to crystalize into a stable 
image culture. Thus, the advertising and cultural industries draw on modern and 
postmodern strategies, and on traditional, modern, and postmodern themes and 
iconography. 
SITUATING THE POSTMODERN 



In a sense, it is undecidable whether contemporary image culture and forms of 
identity should be described as modern or postmodern. The multiplicity of types 
of Marlboro ads currently circulating helps put into question claims concerning a 
radical postmodern rupture with modern culture and that postmodernism is a new 
cultural dominant. For the current Marlboro ads draw on traditional, modernist, 
and postmodern image production and aesthetic strategies, while deploying a variety 
of traditional and contemporary ideological appeals as well. Rather than taking 
postmodernity as a new cultural totality, I would thus argue that it makes more 
sense to interpret the many facets of the postmodern as an emergent cultural trend 
in contrast to residual traditional values and practices still operative and a dominant 
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capitalist modernity defined as the project of the hegemony of capital whereby 
commodification, individualism, fragmentation, reification, and consumer culture 
are still key constituents of the modern age.13 

On the other hand, one could describe precisely this co-existence of styles, this 
mixture of traditional, modern, and postmodern cultural forms, as “postmodern.” 
Perhaps the very lack of a cultural dominant and the mixing of a variety of aesthetic 
styles and strategies, such as one sees in advertising, is postmodern. Yet 
contemporary Marlboro advertising campaigns suggest that the highly paid and 
often sharp interpreters of the contemporary scene in the employment of corporate 
capital see the continuing existence of traditional identities, where masculinity is 
still important, combined with a modern concern for power and enjoyment as a 
continuing social force and matrix of contemporary values and identity. These ads 
show that traditional and modern culture co-exists with a postmodern culture 
whereby new forms of images are needed to catch the attention of a jaded and 
cynical consumer. If postmodernity were the cultural totality that some of its 
celebrants claim, one imagines that the most highly paid and sophisticated image 
producers would inundate its denizens with postmodern imagery, but no, 
contemporary advertising and media culture suggests that instead the contemporary 
culture is highly fragmented into different taste cultures which respond by producing 
quite different images and values. 
A megacorporation like Marlboro goes after all of these audiences, thus one 
sees a certain heterogeneity in its image productions with different appeals sent 
out to different audiences according to market segmentation: the old Marlboro 
man for readers of TV Guide; horses and nature for the health and vitality conscious 
readers of fashion magazines like Elle and M; and more complex aesthetic spectacles 
for the gourmet hedonists who read Vanity Fair and the like. The multiplicity of 
advertising strategies pursued by the Marlboro folks also points to the immanent 
contradictions of commodity culture. For advertising attempts to produce identities 
by offering products associated with certain traits and values. And yet the inexorable 
trends of fashion and the new advertising campaigns undermine previously forged 
identities and associations to circulate new products, new images, new values. 
To be sure, there have been ad campaigns that adopt postmodern strategies 
of image construction to sell their goods. Robert Goldman describes one Reebok 
campaign that failed (1992) and in 1993/4, Levi’s ran an ad campaign that 
showed disconnected fragments of images and words of the contemporary scene 
with the product logo submerged in the text as just another fragment, forcing 
the viewer to figure out what was being advertised—which is, one supposes, 
an effective way to get the brand name in the viewer’s mind which is a major 
function of the advertisement, though as failed postmodern ad campaigns 
indicate, the strategy of deploying postmodernism in the aesthetics of 
advertising is risky. 
And so it is that advertising, fashion, consumption, television, and media culture 
constantly destabilize identity and contribute to producing more unstable, fluid, 
shifting, and changing identities in the contemporary scene. And yet one also sees 
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the inexorable processes of commodification at work in this process. The market 
segmentation of multiple ad campaigns and appeals reproduces and intensifies 
fragmentation and destablizes identity which new products and identifications are 
attempting to restabilize. Thus, it is capital itself which is the demiurge of allegedly 
postmodern fragmentation, dispersal of identity, change, and mobility. Rather than 
postmodernity constituting a break with capital and political economy as Baudrillard 
(1976) and others would have it, wherever one observes phenomena of postmodern 
culture one can detect the logic of capital behind them. 
This argument suggests that much postmodern theory is excessively abstract in 
bracketing political economy and capitalism from the phenomena which it describes 
and thus occludes their economic underpinnings. Furthermore, such theory tends 
to overgeneralize, taking examples from new emergent trends which it conflates 
into a new cultural dominant. Some postmodern cultural theory also abstracts from 
ideological content and effects, focusing merely on formal structures or image 
construction. Against such positions, I have argued that rather than advertising and 
the other images of media culture being flat, one-dimensional and without 
ideological coding, as some postmodern theory would have it, many ads are multidimensional, 
polysemic, ideologically coded, open to a variety of readings, and 
expressive of the commodification of culture and attempts of capital to colonialize 
the totality of life, from desire to satisfaction. 
My analyses thus suggest that in a postmodern image culture, the images, scenes, 
stories, and cultural texts of media culture offer a wealth of subject positions which 
in turn help structure individual identity. These images project role and gender 
models, appropriate and inappropriate forms of behavior, style and fashion, and 
subtle enticements to emulate and identify with certain identities while avoiding 
others. Rather than identity disappearing in a postmodern society, it is merely 
subject to new determinations and new forces while offering as well new 
possibilities, styles, models, and forms. Yet the overwhelming variety of possibilities 
for identity in an affluent image culture no doubt creates highly unstable identities 
while constantly providing new openings to restructure one’s identity. 
It is difficult to say whether on the whole this is a “good” or “bad” thing and it 
is probably safer to conclude with Jameson that the phenomena associated with 
postmodernity are highly ambivalent and exhibit both progressive and regressive 
features. There does seem to be more of an acceptance of multiple and unstable 
identities in the contemporary cultural mileux than was the case previously. Modern 
identities—however multiple and subject to change—appeared to be more stable, 
whereas there currently seems to be more acceptance of change, fragmentation, 
and theatrical play with identity than was the case in the earlier, heavier, and more 
serious epoch of modernity. 
On one hand, this increases one’s freedom to play with one’s identity and to 
dramatically change one’s life (which may be good for some individuals), while, 
on the other hand, it can lead to a totally fragmented, disjointed life, subject to the 
whims of fashion and the subtle indoctrinations of advertising and popular culture. 
Against a totally dispersed, fragmented, and disconnected identity, one might want 
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to valorize certain features central to modern identity, like autonomy, rationality, 
commitment, responsibility, and so on, or one might want to reconstruct these 
concepts, as, for instance, Habermas has attempted to do with rationality. In any 
case, identity continues to be the problem it was throughout modernity, though it 
has been problematized anew in the current orgy of commodification, fragmentation, 
image production, and societal, political, and cultural transformation that is the 
work of consumer capitalism. 
Indeed, the quest for identity is arguably more intense than ever in the present 
moment. There has been something of a rebellion against producing identity solely 
as an individual achievement in the contemporary era, with increased emphasis on 
tribal, national, group, and other forms of collective identity. In many parts of the 



world, there has been a return to tribalism, to past forms of collective identities— 
national, religious, or ethnic—and one finds parallel projects in so-called identity 
politics whereby individuals gain identity through membership in groups and 
affirmation of a collective identity (i.e. as a woman, a black, a gay, or some 
combination thereof). 
Yet the quest for individuality and particularity in one’s look, image, style, and 
life continues apace. Media figures like Michael Jackson and Madonna show that 
identity is a construct, that it can be constantly changed and refined and finetuned, 
that identity is a question of image, style, and looks. Michael Jackson, for 
instance, erases the boundary between black and white, male and female, adult 
and youth in his image constructions. In some of his music videos, he appears 
black, in others white and in yet others indeterminate; sometimes he appears highly 
masculine, sometimes more feminine, sometimes androgenous. At times, he appears 
as an adult, firmly in control of his career as King of Pop, and other times he 
appears as a youth, as a lover of children who is more comfortable with kids and 
being a kid than with adults.14 

The point is that many icons of media culture suggest that identity is a matter of 
individual choice and action and that each individual can produce their own unique 
identity. In any case, the issue of identity is more pressing and contested than ever 
before in contemporary societies. Against the globalization of culture, there are 
intense struggles to preserve and enhance national identities; against the forced 
identities of modern nationhood (often a product of imperialism), individuals and 
groups are constructing identities in terms of religion, ethnicity, and region against 
former national identities; against all collective identities, other individuals are 
attempting to construct their own personal identities, which often are, however, 
highly mediated by collective forces. 
Personal identity is thus fraught with contradictions and tensions. Many 
individuals, for often different reasons, are indifferent to national or other collective 
identities and wish to construct their identities through their own lifestyles, looks, 
and image. Others fervently embrace identity politics and construct their identities, 
their deepest sense of who they are, by affirming their membership in various 
groups or collectivities (i.e. women, blacks, gays, or whatever). Some have labelled 
this form of identity politics “postmodern,” but interest group politics and even 
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gaining identity through political and group affiliation is also a modern 
phenomenon. 
And so we are left with the question: Is the current construction of identity 
distinctly postmodern, and has a fundamental shift in the construction of identity 
taken place? If so, are we living in a completely new epoch, a postmodernity? I 
would argue that it is equally arbitrary and open to debate as to whether one posits 
that we are in a situation of late modernity or a new postmodernity, or whether one 
posits identity as primarily modern or postmodern. Either could be argued. The 
features that I have ascribed to postmodern identity could be read as an 
intensification of features already present in modernity, or as a new configuration 
with new emphases that one could describe as “postmodern.” In fact, concepts and 
terms, like identity itself, are social constructs, arbitrary notions which serve to 
mark and call attention to certain phenomena and which fulfill certain analytical 
or classifactory tasks. So the debate over the postmodern is largely a debate over 
what terminology we should use to describe the contemporary socio-cultural matrix. 
If the terminology illuminates shifts in contemporary culture, it is useful. If it 
covers over phenomena like the continuing role of capitalism in constructing 
contemporary societies and identities, then it is harmful. 
Likewise, it is an open question as to whether one wants to keep using the 
category of the subject in cultural theory and elsewhere. The concept of the subject 
has been shown to be socially constructed and the notion of an unified, coherent, 
and essential subject illusory.15 Rather than constructing something like a subject, 



or interpellating individuals to identify themselves as subjects, media culture tends 
to construct identities and subject positions, inviting individuals to identify with 
very specific figures, images, or positions, such as the Marlboro man, the Virginia 
Slims woman, a soap opera mother, or a Madonna. 
Yet postmodern claims concerning the complete dissolution of the subject in 
contemporary culture seem exaggerated. Rather, it seems that media culture 
continues to provide images, discourses, narratives, and spectacles that produce 
pleasures, identities, and subject positions that people appropriate. Media culture 
provides images of proper role models, proper gender behavior, and images of 
appropriate style, look, and image for contemporary individuals. Media culture 
thus provides resources for identity and new modes of identity in which look, 
style, and image replaces such things as action and commitment as constituitives 
of identity, of who one is. Once upon a time, it was who you were, what you did, 
what kind of a person you were—your moral, political, and existential choices 
and commitments, which constituted individual identity. But today it is how you 
look, your image, your style, and how you appear that constitutes identity. And 
it is media culture that more and more provides the materials and resources to 
constitute identities. 
And so “Strike a pose! Vogue!” as Madonna orders. The advantage of this shift 
in the constitution of identity is that postmodern identities suggest that one can 
change, that one can remake oneself, that one can free oneself from whatever traps 
and restrictions one finds oneself ensconced in. The disadvantage is that identity 
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becomes flattened out and trivialized in terms of style, look, and consumption in 
which one is defined by one’s image, possessions, and lifestyle. One’s identity is a 
construct, constituted out of the materials of one’s life-situation and one can change 
and transform one’s life according to one’s projects, as Sartre, Foucault, and others 
remind us. But constituting a substantial identity is work which requires will, action, 
commitment, intelligence, and creativity, and many of the postmodern identities 
constructed out of media and consumer culture lack these features, being little 
more than a game someone plays, a pose, a style and look that one can dispose of 
tomorrow for a new look and image: disposable and easily replaceable identities 
for the postmodern carnival. 
Even weirder are some of the mutations of identity in computer culture. Many 
people who join MUDS—Multi-User Dimension real-time discussion sites on 
computers—take on identities of members of the opposite sex—or of different 
races, classes, professions, or whatever. Some players in MUD games take on 
multiple personalities and play out different roles and identities in their computer 
interactions. In MUDs, Sherry Turkic notes, “the self is not only decentered but 
multiplied without limit” (cited in David 1994:44). Turkle also noted in a 1994 
conference that the drastic rise in the number of patients diagnosed with multiplepersonality 
disorders might be correlated with computer and other role-playing 
games, though she also defined health as “a fluidity of access to different selves” 
and suggested that computer role-playing might also serve as a form of self-therapy 
(David 1994:44). 
We will explore further transmutations of identity in contemporary society in 
the theories of Jean Baudrillard and cyberpunk fiction in Chapter 9. But first let us 
examine Madonna as a celebrity and identity-machine for the end of the millenium. 
Continuing our probing of contemporary culture, politics, and identity, and the 
proper terminology to describe our present moment, we shall accordingly turn 
next to interrogation of the Madonna phenomenon which is deeply connected with 
the problematics sketched out in this chapter. 
NOTES 
1 On identity in modernity, see Berman 1982 and the essays collected in Lash and Friedman 
1992. On the discourses of modernity, see Antonio and Kellner, forthcoming. I am 
interpreting modernity here as an epoch of rapid change, innovation, and negation of 



the old and creation of the new, a process bound up with industrial capitalism, the 
democratic revolutions, urbanization, and social and cultural differentiation. Following 
the conventions of modern social theory, I am assuming a distinction between modern 
and premodern societies, but it should be kept in mind that such distinctions are ideal 
types that highlight certain features of a social order, while sometimes covering over 
similarities and continuities. 
2 On the Frankfurt School analysis of the decline of individuality, see Kellner 1989a. On 
the dissolution of identity in postmodernity, see Baudrillard 1983a, 1983b, 1983c; 
Jameson 1983, 1984, 1991; and other texts that I discuss below. 
3 For some other attempts to analyze postmodernism and popular culture, see the articles 
in Journal of Communication Inquiry, Vol. 10, No. 1 (1986) and Vol. 10, No. 2 (1986); 
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Screen Vol. 28, No. 2 (1987); Kaplan 1987; Ross 1988; Connor 1989, with bibliography: 
263ff.; and Hutcheon 1989:107f. 
4 On modernism in the arts, see the discussion in Chapter 4. I am using the term 
“modernism” here to denote a series of artistic practices that attempt to produce 
innovation in the arts in form, style, and content, which begin with Baudelaire in the 
mid-nineteenth century and continue through Madonna. 
5 This antihermeneutical position was argued earlier by Sontag 1969 and Barthes 1975. 
6 Audiences and critics immediately took to the series use of rock music soundtrack. 
One early review noted: 
Throbbing with rock-and-rhythmic camera work, the weekly drama is in the vanguard 
of network series that have begun to move to a name-brand beat. Its detective heroes 
dress to Devo, cruise to Phil Collins and fight crime to the Rolling Stones. As executive 
producer Michael Mann observes, ‘Miami Vice and MTV are really first cousins.’ 
Adds composer James Di Pasquale: There is no question that the marriage of television 
and rock is getting more romantic’. 
(People, October 29, 1984) 
And: 
The most striking aspect of ‘Miami Vice’ is its use of music. In most television 
programs music is employed to emphasize the action on the screen, to highlight tension, 
for example, or underscore sadness. But ‘Miami Vice’ takes rock-and-roll selections 
by popular performers, such as the Rolling Stones and Phil Collins, as well as more 
obscure works by Jamaican Rastafarian reggae groups, and combines them with closely 
edited film montages to create music videos similar to those shown on MTV Music 
Television, the round-the-clock rock-music cable channel. 
(The New York Times, January 3, 1985) 
7 I hesitate to use the term “subject positions” since I do not believe that things like 
“subjects” exist, that the notion of the subject is purely ideological and a socially 
constructed fiction. Yet media culture does produce positions through which audiences 
are invited or induced to identify with, thus I use the term “subject positions” in this 
sense to describe identities, roles, looks, or images established by media models and 
discourse. 
8 This double-coded identity for the vice cops fooled Gitlin (1987) who claims that “the 
viewer has to take for granted that two Miami cops (1985 take-home pay: $429 a week) 
can blithely afford the latest and flashiest in cars and clothes” (1987:152) and that the 
cops exhibit “traces of outlawry” (ibid.,: 153). He misses here the recurrent plot line 
that they have been assigned undercover identities as “players” in the drug scene—a 
plot device made explicit in the pilot (available for video-cassette rental) and in many 
episodes of the series. 
9 For further examples of some progressive political messages on the series, see Best and 
Kellner 1987. 
10 The method of reading ads and the interpretation of advertising which follows is indebted 
to the work of Robert Goldman (1992) and his collaborative work with Steve Papson 
(forthcoming). 
11 The tobacco leaf is (for insects) one of the most sweet and tasty of all plants—which 
requires a large amount of pesticides to keep insects from devouring it. Cigarette makers 
use chemicals to produce a distinctive smell and taste to the product and use preservatives 
to keep it from spoiling. Other chemicals are used to regulate the burning process and 
to filter out tars and nicotine. While these latter products are the most publicized dangers 
in cigarette smoking, actually the pesticides, chemicals and preservatives may well be 
more deadly. Scandalously, cigarettes are one of the most unregulated products in the 
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U.S. consumer economy (European countries, for example, carefully regulate the 
pesticides used in tobacco growing and the synthetics used in cigarette production). 
Government sponsored experiments on the effects of cigarette smoking use generic 
cigarettes which may not have the chemicals and preservatives of name brands, thus no 
really scientifically accurate major survey on the dangers of cigarette smoking has ever 
been done by the U.S. government. The mainstream media, many of whom are part of 
conglomerates who have heavy interests in the tobacco industry, or who depend on 
cigarette advertising for revenue, have never really undertaken to expose to the public 
the real dangers concerned with cigarette smoking and the scandalous neglect of this 
issue by government and media in the United States. Cigarette addiction is thus a useful 
object lesson in the unperceived dangers and destructive elements of the consumer 
society and the ways these dangers are covered over. (My own information on the 
cigarette industry derives from an “Alternative Views” television interview which Frank 
Morrow and I did with Bill Drake on the research which will constitute his forthcoming 
book on the dangers of tobacco.) 
12 Michael Schudson (1984) summarizes the literature and studies which put in question 
the effectiveness of advertising campaigns in actually getting consumers to buy their 
products; in fact, advertising’s functions in promoting style, models and images of 
identification, and various ideologies is more interesting to cultural studies which should 
see advertising as an important and powerful legislator of style, fashion, and identity. 
13 The distinction between residual, emergent, and dominant culture comes from Raymond 
Williams (1977). 
14 In 1993, there were widespread accusations that Jackson regularly sexually molested 
young boys, that he was a pedophile whose house was a lure for young boys, whose 
parents he often paid to let them “visit” him and spend the night. Interpreting some of 
Jackson’s music videos in this context suggests that the lyrics of many of his most 
popular songs can be read as legitimations of pedophilia which are addressed to young 
boy lovers. I do not know if Jackson is guilty of child molestation, but it is clear that the 
extensive media coverage of the charges, supported by former employees in his mansion 
and one of his own sisters, has produced an image of Jackson as pedophile, as child 
molester. He who lives by the media and its images dies by it as well. And yet media 
resurrection is also possible. In the summer of 1994, Jackson married Elvis Presley’s 
daughter, positioning himself as responsible adult, as husband, and as part of the lineage 
of the King of Pop, a role that he has long sought. Media culture is thus a question of 
image, of the production and fine-tuning of images and of the attempt to erase negative 
images when they appear. 
15 During the 1970s, contributors to Screen magazine polemicized against essentialist 
conceptions of an unified subject, following French post-structuralism, and argued— 
following Althusser’ s theory of ideology—that the cinema constructed illusory 
individual subjects, “interpellating” individuals to see themselves as subjects. This too 
is probably an illusion, for it makes more sense to see media culture as “interpellating” 
individuals to construct specific identities, to identify with specific subject positions, 
rather than with some occult “subject.” In fact, the concept of the subject is highly 
abstract and can often be usefully replaced by cognate terms such as identities, subjectpositions, 
ways of seeing, discourse positions, and the like. 
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Helmuth Berking

‘Ethnicity is Everywhere’:
On Globalization and the
Transformation of Cultural Identity

‘What can your nation do for you that a good credit card cannot do?’ In
posing this not wholly unironic question, anthropologist Ulf Hannerz

is touching on a basic premise characterizing the contemporary discourse on
globalization, namely the belief that, in the face of the transnationalization of
commodity markets, financial markets and cultural markets, the ‘national’ is
increasingly losing its significance as the master frame for the construction of
collective identities and has become overlaid, undermined, or even replaced
by deterritorialized identity formations. The stakes, however, are much
higher, since the ‘national’ represents not only identities but our dominant
form of sociation as nation-state organized societies.

It is in theses proclaiming the end of the nation-state (Appadurai, 1996a,
1996b; Bauman, 1995, 1996; Castells, 1996; Ohmae, 1995; Robertson, 1992;
Ruggie, 1993; Rosencrane, 2001) or at least a significant loss of national
sovereignty (Hannerz, 1996; Mathews, 1997; Sassen, 1991, 1996b) that
theories of globalization find their common ground. Bearing in mind David
Harvey’s influential definition of globalization as a new round of ‘time-space
compression’, we can note that this discussion is predominantly marked by
spatial categories and scales, as well as by a general point of view that inter-
prets ‘globalization’ as an inwardly contradictory dynamic of in essence
spatially defined reconfigurations of politics, culture, society, gender, race
and ethnicity. The range and depth of these ongoing processes of spatial
reconfiguration are highly controversial. But to perceive the radical shift of
all spatial scales and the corresponding organizational forms of social
relations, we need only bear in mind that, in relation to the ‘local’, the
‘regional’ and the ‘national’, the ‘global’ is first of all and foremost a socio-
spatial scale. Referred to as the ‘spatialization of social theory’ (Featherstone
and Lash, 1995: 1; Soja, 1996; Massey, 1999), this ‘geographical turn’ in the
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social sciences has made itself felt in the categories and concepts which not
too long ago seemed quintessential to mainstream social thought.

Against this background, the aim of the present article is to seek, in some
measure, to reconstruct the globalization-related reconfiguration of social
spaces, in particular, as far as a relocalization of national space is concerned.
The consequences of the idea of territoriality and territorial enclosure can
best be studied with reference to the nation-state. First, I focus on the rela-
tional rearrangement of national space due to ‘globalizing’ forces. After
briefly reviewing the principle of territorial sovereignty on which both
nation-states as nationally organized societies and their depiction in the social
sciences are based, I go on to describe some basic processes of globalization
which directly relate to the form of organization of the nation-state, and are
relevant to it, to the extent that they subvert the unity of territoriality,
sovereignty and identity. Finally, I link these reconfigurations of national
space with constructions of cultural identities which no longer appear to be
set in an exclusively national frame but seem more and more to rely on and
to play with strategies of ‘ethnicization’. The question, then, is whether or
not there is in fact a particular relationship between ethnicization and
globalization.

I

The fact that we imagine the world we live in as a world of states points to
the hitherto undisputed dominance of the ‘nation form’ (Balibar, 1991). What
began with the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 and seems to be finding its
preliminary climax in the postcolonial world of the beginning 21st century is
the paradoxical universalization of an essential particularism (Wallerstein,
1996: 92; Robertson, 1995), namely the partition of the world into territori-
ally bounded, in principle sovereign nation-states which tolerate neither a
God above nor stateless zones below. The history of territoriality and the
enforcement of the state’s monopoly of legitimate violence is a history of wars
between states and – often violent – colonization processes within nations.

The modern state is at once the most exclusive and quasi-natural frame-
work, or as Immanuel Wallerstein (1996: 92) terms it, the ‘primary cultural
container’, in which time passes and life happens, where people love and live,
work and die, a container in which society, politics, culture and economy,
each have their specific place and a specific history. The modern state consti-
tutes the only form of a social-spatial organization of social relations in which
all aspects of sociability, from the institutions of cultural hegemony to civil
rights, from the mechanisms of redistributive justice to the monopoly on
physical power, rest on the principle of territorial sovereignty. At the same
time, the territorial model of the state established itself as the dominant
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epistemology, as a categorical state centrism, via a basic tenet of modern social
sciences, namely that social relations are both organized and reproduced
exclusively in territorially defined and spatially isomorphic entities (Brenner,
1999). State territory is thus the conceptual spatial unit which the social
sciences use to constitute their objects: the economy as national economy, a
sociology which analyses not ‘society’ but nationally organized society, a
political science which perceives the nation-state as the main collective actor,
and so forth.

Theories of globalization break with this categorical state centrism that
regards the cartography of the global as identical with territorially bounded
defined borders of nation-states. They seek to escape the dilemma, which
John Agnew (1994) so succinctly designated as the ‘territorial trap’, by radi-
cally separating the ‘global’ and the ‘national’ as sociospatial scales, and by
pitting global space as a deterritorialized ‘space of flows’ against the tra-
ditional ‘space of places’ (Castells, 1996: 378). What deterritorialization
means is that we are increasingly faced with spaces not bound in territorial
terms (the space of flows) and with forms of sociation defined in terms other
than territorial (diasporic public spheres and translocalities) (Appadurai,
1996a, 1996b), the global effect of which is a systematic subversion of the
principle of territoriality on which states, local cultures and collective iden-
tities rest.

II

Typical arguments adduced as evidence of the loss of meaning of the nation-
state are based on three interlocking processes, mediated by the media-
centred technological revolution of electronic communication: (1) the
globalization of the economy, (2) the institutionalization of new transnational
legal regimes and (3) the globalization of media and motion, of mobile images
and people in motion.

The globalization of production, commodity markets and financial
markets, thus the widely held thesis, eliminates the economic governance
capacities of nation-states. Transnational corporations that are in possession
of a global infrastructure are increasingly breaking their territorial links and
seeking autonomy from national regimentation. In addition, they find them-
selves in a geostrategic position that, ironically, permits them to hold national
governments to a declared policy of non-interference. As the logic of politics
is reduced to the logic of the market, governments are no longer the masters
in their own houses. ‘The more that national states implement deregulation
to raise the competitiveness of their nations and localities within them’, Saskia
Sassen (1996a: 42) points out, ‘. . . the more they contribute to strengthen
transnational networks and actors.’ State deregulation, however, goes hand in
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hand with the institutionalization of new regulatory regimes. The space of
the global economy is structured both hierarchically and territorially. One
need only think here of the concentration of global governance structures –
corporate headquarters and the ‘corporate service complexes’ associated with
them – in the so-called global cities (Sassen, 1991; King, 1990; Eade, 1997), or
the invention of new tax and tariff regimes in the form of ‘export-processing
and free-trade zones’; or the worldwide integration of the stock and finan-
cial markets, to fully realize the extent of only a limited number of structural
innovations whose paradoxical feature is that they are all ‘grounded in
national territories’ (Sassen, 1996a: 13), without being exclusively subject to
the principle of national sovereignty. To understand this reconfiguration of
social spaces within territories defined by nation-states and the way in which
the decentralization of state sovereignty is bound up with it, we need only
cast a quick glance at the new legal regimes that are being used to regulate
and control these spaces (see Sassen, 1996a: 12–13).

Even transnational corporations are in need of rules, iron-clad property
rights and contract security. In short, they need a legal system that matches
the spatial extension of the global economy and compensates for the
territorially limited power reach of national sovereignty. Among the insti-
tutional innovations that appear essential for the operation of the global
economy, there are two forms of organization that play a key role: private-
sector arbitration boards (international commercial arbitration) – ‘the leading
contractual method for the resolution of transnational commercial disputes’
(Sassen, 1996a: 14) – and, once again, private, bond-rating agencies like
Moody’s Investors Service and Standard and Poor’s Ratings Group, which
now steer both capital flows and the investment strategies of both trans-
national corporations and national governments alike (Sassen, 1996a: 14–15).
The power resources of these organizations are not only beyond the reach of
national territorial sovereignty, they are also crystallization points for non-
national sovereignties, which again put on the agenda the basic motives of the
theoretical discussion on democracy: accountability and legitimacy.

However, the picture of the transnational configuration of regulatory
regimes, tentatively described by Rosenau (1992) as ‘governance without
government’, remains incomplete so long as we fail to consider the active
geostrategic roles played by leading industrialized countries as authors of
various globalization scripts (see Panitch, 1996). They write scripts directing
the action of international institutions, among them the International
Monetary Fund and the International Bank for Reconstruction and Develop-
ment. They have formulated the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, set
up the World Trade Organization, vigilantly watching that the outcomes
remain controllable. To speak against this backdrop of the end of the nation-
state seems to be as absurd as it is dangerous. But still, this ‘internationaliza-
tion of the state’ (Panitch, 1996: 85) affects the pillars on which territoriality

Berking: ‘Ethnicity is Everywhere’ 251

06 CSI 51-3/4 Berking (JB/D)  1/5/03  9:02 am  Page 251

 at Sage Publications (UK) on April 10, 2010 http://csi.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://csi.sagepub.com


and sovereignty rest, inasmuch as it sets the stage for institutionalized forms
of the articulation of sovereignty in denationalized spaces. In short, not only
is the unity of territoriality and sovereignty identified for centuries with the
nation-state breaking apart, the elements and sources of power of what we
imagine to be national sovereignty are being reallocated and rearranged in
sociospatial terms. Or as Jan Nederveen Pieterse (1995: 63) puts it: ‘Thus,
state power remains extremely strategic, but is no longer the only game in
town.’

The second central line of argument concerning the decline of the nation-
state refers to new trends towards transnational jurisdiction. While the
economic dimensions of globalization are primarily spelled out in terms of a
division between territoriality and sovereignty, the discussion over new legal
regimes focuses on the relation between sovereignty and identity.

For the last two decades, a new development has been taking shape that
sees the institutional formulation of international human rights regimes col-
liding with legal institutions typical of the nation-state. Since human rights,
in pointed contrast to the legal category of citizenship, can neither be con-
ferred nor distributed on the basis of criteria of affiliation, such rights cast a
shadow of doubt on the principle of national sovereignty. At the same time,
human rights are also bound up with a gradual devalorization of civil rights
as the decisive material substrate and legal space on which national identities
are institutionally based. Since citizenship and the civil rights it entails, define
a privileged space of legitimate membership, human rights, which are
enforced by the same institutions of the nation-state, necessarily deflate the
hierarchical distance between ‘us’ and ‘them’.

Though already conceptualized in the founding documents of the
American and French Revolutions, the international career of human rights
guarantees began only in 1948 with the UN Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, which was followed two years later by the European Convention on
Human Rights. Ratification and supplementary protocols were another few
decades in the making, and only then was an effective corpus of legal instru-
ments actually available. All these are, like deregulation agreements, inter-
national treaties whose paradoxical effect is that they strengthen the hand of
non-governmental actors. In the case of human rights regimes, this means
that the principle of individual rights is incorporated in an international legal
system hitherto regulated by guarantees of national sovereignty and self-
determination. ‘The concept of nationality’, Sassen (1996a: 97) writes, ‘. . . is
being partly displaced from a principle that reinforces state sovereignty and
self-determination . . . to a concept emphasizing that the state is accountable
to all its residents on the basis of international human rights law. The indi-
vidual emerges as the object of international laws and institutions.’ And, in
this arena, too, the state is no longer the only game in town. Individuals and
groups, even illegal immigrants, now possess rights that they can claim from
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the state in which they live, or in any other state as well. In terms of basic
economic, social and cultural rights, citizenship has lost much of its signifi-
cance. Among other things, this is graphically illustrated by diasporic trans-
national communities: the services and rights guaranteed by states are dues no
longer only to citizens but to all people – which, not accidentally one must
add, feeds the hate and the xenophobia of those who see themselves as the
better citizens. Loyalty and national identity, it might be argued, no longer
pay, and the implementation of values based on a normative acknowledgement
of institutionally defined goals is becoming a risky business for the state.

The third line of argument, not only relevant for the ‘new geography of
power’ (Sassen, 1996a: 5), but also especially important to the ‘new geogra-
phy of identity’ (Yaeger, 1996), we are interested in here is based on concepts
of cultural globalization. Theories of cultural globalization share with the
earlier described, more or less political-economy-oriented approaches, a
critique of categorical state centrism, and an emphasis on sociospatial recon-
figurations, which are primarily conceptualized as deterritorialization pro-
cesses. These approaches are coming more and more to see national space as
a ‘leaking container’ (Taylor, 1994: 157), too, but without attributing any
exclusive explanatory value to economic dimensions of globalization. Of
equal central importance, moreover, are motion and mediation, migration
and media (Appadurai, 1996a, 1996b; Hannerz, 1996), inasmuch as they make
globally available both deterritorialized images, scripts, identity options and
deterritorialized forms of community.

Neither the global flow of cultural artefacts, nor worldwide population
movements stop at the borders of nation-states. Baywatch finds its devoted
audience in Kyoto no less than in Moscow, or Mexico City. Asian martial
arts, popularized by the movie-industry, deliver a new framework for reshap-
ing images of western masculinity. Evita-Madonna runs through gender-
specific imaginations all over the world; the voices of Islamic fundamentalism
can be heard in Berlin as clearly as they can in Istanbul or Karachi.

III

But there are not only images and scripts but people: immigrants, refugees,
UN Blue Helmets, specialists of every colour, managers and tourists, who in
the global here and now are transcending the borders of local cultures. The
interplay of migration and mediation evokes those translocal and trans-
national communities, which in the form of ‘diasporic public spheres’
(Appadurai, 1996a: 10) are radically challenging the unity of national terri-
toriality, sovereignty and collective identity as we once imagined them to be.
To the concept of diaspora (Hall, 1990; Safran, 1991; Gilroy, 1993; Cohen,
1997; Clifford, 1997; Anthias, 1998; Mitchell, 1997), originally restricted to
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classic cases of violent expulsion and territorial resettlement, first of the
Greek, then the Jewish and finally the Armenian communities. We have to
attribute special importance, inasmuch as this concept is now applied more
or less to all ethnic groups living outside their original territory. This semantic
shift from ethnic group to diaspora implies three different changes of
meaning. Unlike the informal communities known from ethnic neighbour-
hoods, some of which vanish over time into the melting pot, diasporas are (1)
intentional political and cultural organizations, which (2) are dedicated to
special interest policies, i.e. a struggle for recognition of their identity at the
transnational and subnational levels, and (3) whose particular sociospatial
quality is that they are located simultaneously within particular states and
outside any state; in short, diaspora means forms of community not defined
in territorial terms as well as a source of power emerging out of transnational
spaces that are no longer fixed within the boundaries of nation-states.
‘Diaspora’, Khachig Toeloelyan (1996: 4) notes, ‘are the exemplary com-
munities of the transnational moment’. Cuban exiles, for instance, represent
a sociocultural formation that extends from Madrid to Miami and beyond,
and uses its distinct cultural and political institutions to seek to directly influ-
ence politics in Havana (see Toeloelyan, 1996: 4–28). The Indian diaspora
extends from Sydney to the Silicon Valley. It is in a diverse and direct way
implicated in the political-religious disputes of both India and its host coun-
tries. Moreover, without the Jewish diaspora in the United States, the geopo-
litical landscape of the Middle East would definitely look very different. One
could go on with these examples, but what is more important is that within
these diasporic public spheres, we can glimpse an articulation of the silhou-
ettes of a transnational form of sociation which offers a good point of depar-
ture for a study of the crisis symptoms besetting the nation-state.

The end of the nation-state, so the thesis goes, is first of all, the end of
the hyphen between nation and state (Appadurai, 1996b). The reason why, in
the global here and now, these two terms are diverging, is the fact that for the
first time in the history of the modern state, they are developing distinct
relations to territoriality and territory. While the state, and only the state,
remains insolubly bound up with its original territoriality and sovereignty,
the close alignment between territory and national identity appears to be
losing force. States are no longer exclusively able to guarantee the territorial
organization of markets, life-worlds, identities and histories. In the global
‘market for loyalties’ (Price, cited in Appadurai, 1996b: 48), they are forced
to compete with a bewildering diversity of providers of ethnic, racial, scien-
tific, feminist, fundamentalist, spiritualist identity options, and among these,
religious formations are only the most significant examples of deterritorial-
ized identity constructions that now form the basis of transnational loyalties
(see Appadurai, 1996b: 49).

As state and nation diverge, or more precisely, as the holy unity of
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state-bounded territoriality and territorially defined collective identity dis-
solves, relations between state and society are shifting. Power, responsi-
bilities, and scopes of action once monopolized by the state, are now being
bestowed on and demanded by individuals and groups. This gives rise to new
self-regulatory regimes within societies. This is a dynamic which potentially
makes possible both ‘gains’ and ‘losses’ in civility (Berking, 1996a) – although
under present conditions, its connotations appear to be primarily negative.
We are faced with an arbitrarily expandable number of mini-ethnicities that
design their cultural identities via the ethnicization of social conflicts. In this
historical moment in which the modern state is – by no means totally
voluntarily – backing off from the inner colonization of society, the internal
ethnicization of society seems to become the most promising mode available
to society to self-regulate its identity problems. It is not only Mr and Mrs
Everyman that are ‘searching for a center that holds’ (Bauman, 1995: 140–1),
but the social sciences suddenly discover their predilection for communities
as a (postmodern) form of sociation, one which, only three decades ago, they
had self-confidently doomed to oblivion as a regressive historical relict.

But what is it that makes ethnicization so attractive as a strategy of power
and identity politics? Why are we so eager to gamble away these civilizational
gains that might result from reflexive ‘self-relations’ and alterations in stocks
of cultural knowledge? Under what circumstances are narratives of exclusion
framed in the light of a ‘cultural fundamentalism’ (Stolke, 1994) which damns
the other by recognizing its difference that permits to maintain their defini-
tional power of the actual? The conventional wisdom we are faced with here
is a typical reaction to increasingly bitter struggles for a piece of the economic
pie. But such explanations do not shed any light on the problem why these
reactions, and not others, are seen as holding a promise of success.

IV

Confronting these questions, I would like to offer some cultural-sociological
conjectures, guided by the background premise that the ethnicization of
social conflicts is merely a byproduct of a larger trend of cultural globaliz-
ation as a process which affects the very mode of identity constructions
inasmuch as it appears to encourage the ethnicization of cultural identities.

The global circulation of cultural artefacts is leading to a permanent de-
and recontextualization of spatially bound cultural knowledge, lifestyles, etc.
This means that while integrated in global circulation, they are at the same
time permanently (re)defined by an incorporation of images and scripts from
this field. However, when belief systems, worldview structures and identities
come to function as mirrors of all other belief systems, worldview structures
and identities, the symbolic universe of local cultures loses its ontological
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aura as an unquestioned fact. This may entail the spread of cultural relativism
and necessitate the generation, protection and stabilization of inner convic-
tions against competing interpretations; the inner spaces of social groups,
once kept together via strong identifications and the internalization of col-
lectively shared values, all of a sudden appear as fragile, as those categoriz-
ations of the ‘other’ which in-groups inevitably need in order to secure
identity and difference. In short, cultural identities and cultural difference are
more and more experienced on an everyday level, as socially constructed,
which means they become consciously accessible and extremely useful as
power resources in the daily struggle for social advantages.

These attributions guaranteeing difference that potentially transform
every single other into the Other, are at present assuming the guise of politics
(Neckel, 1994: 48). This applies for the traditional arenas of power struggles
in which governments, parties and political entrepreneurs more and more
often mobilize (and form) ‘their’ audiences through ‘ethno-national’ invoca-
tion; this, however, also applies to those arenas of subpolitics in which
cultural identities are politically constructed in the first place.

The demands of moral, cognitive and ethnic minorities for recognition
and legitimate representation of their particular feature, presented in the
framework of ‘nationality’, ‘ethnicity’, ‘race’, ‘gender’ and ‘sexuality’, supply
the potentially mobilizing motivational dynamics for group conflicts, which
are currently increasingly overlaying the class-related problems of capitalist
societies (see Berking, 1996b). It is not by chance that ‘politics of identity’
constitute a form of symbolic mobilization which, consciously and in an
emancipatory manner, breaks with seemingly universal demands for justice
and equality in favour of the particular. What is at stake for these forms of
emancipatory politics are fundamental experiences of injustice, contempt and
cultural – i.e. ethnic, gender-specific and sexual – stigmatization, and, there-
fore, a strategy which aims at transforming the dominant model of cultural
representation. The risk inherent in this mode of universalization of the
particular, strengthened by ‘the global valorization of particular identities’
(Robertson, 1992: 130), is not only that it systematically undercuts
sociostructurally induced disparities; what appears even more momentous is
the tendency to create new ‘totalizing fictions’ (Somers and Gibson, 1994:
55), in which a single category, for instance ‘gender’, determines all other
attributions signifying identity. Totalizing fictions run counter to the logic of
identity constructions, which appears to be infinite.

There seems to be a self-contradictory dynamic at work here: the clearer
the contours of the project of identity, the lower the chances of mobilizing
people; this causes a predicament for collective actors, who may want to
guarantee at the same time the space needed for inner differentiation, and to
mobilize the greatest possible external consensus. Presupposing that identity
policies, emphasizing primarily reflexive self-relations and changing stocks
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of cultural knowledge, both mirror and represent a mode of being in the
world which demands of individuals and groups permanently and constantly
to perform the enormous feat of convincing themselves that they are con-
vinced, we can easily understand the use of these totalizing fictions as an
emergency brake against incessant expansions of contingency. Acknow-
ledging the constructed character of cultural identities, however, constitutes
the emancipatory potential of these protest formations, which are reversed
into their opposite exactly at the moment in which this knowledge is negated
in favour of chances for political mobilization. The ethnicization of cultural
identities that then takes place, has to do with the psychologically enigmatic
process of ‘forgetting something deliberately’ (Offe, 1996: 268). Ethniciza-
tion in this context needs to be understood as the process of the affirmation
of difference, a process in which ascriptive features are (re-)essentialized and
the reflexive mode of constructing difference or identity is consciously
abandoned, ‘deliberately’ forgotten.

In the struggle for recognition, the advantages of ethnicization seem self-
evident. Ethnicization promises a continuation of categorical belonging and
creates islands of identity in the sea of contingency while also opening up
political space for the construction of foe images of the highest intensity. An
increase in intensity can serve as an affirmation of identity. Yet, the risky
dynamic involved in constantly having to convince yourself that you are con-
vinced does not cease at this point. What is deliberately forgotten is always
in danger of being remembered by third parties, and it is exactly this pre-
carious psychosocial situation in which, as soon as ‘second-order’ essen-
tialisms come into play, violence enters the stage as an ultima ratio against
failing permanence.

Let me briefly report on the construction of a totalizing fiction which
will shed some light on the local conditions under which problems are con-
textualized which, at first glance, have no significance for the local actors
themselves. The data are taken from a group interview with seven boys and
eight girls – ninth graders of a high school in an East German village – that I
conducted in June 1992 as part of a community study. The study focused on
everyday life experiences before, during and after the fall of the Wall; on the
way in which these students were dealing with German unification. The
interviewees talked about the awkward feelings that their first visit in West
Berlin evoked; they complained about the cultural desert that shaped village
life once socialist youth organizations had collapsed; they reported on the
dramatic changes of their family lives due to extraordinary unemployment
rates; on their own resignation in view of their job situations, etc. Once the
issue of foreigners was addressed, the discussion immediately became excited.
Russians and Poles, literally the only foreigners these students might have
been in contact with over the years, were of no interest. ‘The Russians, they
are really pathetic, they live in caves nowadays.’ Instead the ‘Turk’ became
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the emblematic figure of all kind of ascriptions. ‘The Turks’, shouted Paul,
‘they come over here, file their application, which takes five years, and while
they’re waiting, they produce another seven kids; then they have to stay here
and get all their money from the state.’ ‘Okay, I’m not only talking about the
Turks, but about all these jerks, these fucking asylum-seekers.’ The fact that
there was not a single ‘real’ Turk to be found within at least 90 kilometres did
not change the power of imagination, which was kept going by rumours –
street traders who cheated their way into the homes, criminal offences by
foreigners who did not even exist, rapes that never took place, etc. ‘You never
know whether you’re going to get home safe. The fear . . . the fear is about
the girls’, Marcel explained, and he was right. The construction of the ‘Turk’
is a male topic. The female interviewees either withdrew from the discussion,
or answered back at the boys: ‘ Hey, man, you look like a Turk yourself, so
you’d better shut up.’ Group dynamics play on adolescent gender wars and
male fantasies over threatened masculinity. ‘I don’t know how you can talk
like that as a girl, how you can say that they [Turkish boys] look sweet; I
don’t really know how you can say that, man, they’ll take you down to the
taiga and sell you off into the desert.’ To add some authority to this narra-
tion, one youth, Olaf, attributed it to the local pastor: ‘He told us so, and
therefore it must be true.’ Nicole heard a similar tale: ‘After their marriage,
my aunt and her husband travelled to Turkey and they met there one of these
camel traders, who wanted to buy my aunt for about 10 camels.’

Taiga, desert, camels, Turks, rape, prostitution – here we have images,
rumours and second-hand information that owe nothing to personal experi-
ence or to the local life-worlds of those who entrap themselves in an imagery
of adolescent adventure literature. The consequence, however, is that this
makes of the very far, the very near: the Turk is already knocking at the front
door.

The devaluation of local experience articulated here is one of the typical
effects of what John Durham Peters (1997) has characterized as our mass-
media-related ‘bifocal’ worldview. Mass media, these totalizing-image-
representation machines, offer access to a world which would otherwise, and
in view of our limited local experience, not be available. But these totalizing
images archive a kind of coherence that systematically devalorizes local
knowledge and experiences as in some way fragmentary. ‘I may see blue skies,
but the satellite picture on the TV news tells me a huge storm is on its way’
(Peters, 1997: 81). Totalizing images undermine the authority of the local. The
images of the Turk, which East German kids constructed, expresses one of
the local variations of the general discourse about the xenophobia of that
time. The obvious absence of any coherence in this local narration shows the
efforts that have to be made before you become familiar with a completely
unfamiliar theme. And indeed, this topic was put on the agenda and kept
going mainly from outside, as I learned later. The two male group leaders
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were weekend ‘rightists’, who were heavily engaged in a youth club in
another town, which was taken over by the FAP, one of the most militant
right-wing organizations at that time. The Turk these former East Germans
encounter is exactly the representation of the Turk which the rightists had
brought to the east of Germany. The Turk becomes the Turk only by identifi-
cation with those who while representing the Turk as the Turk, represent
themselves as the only true Germans.

V

Once ethnicized cultural identities have reached the institutional level of
collective actors, the struggle for recognition turns into a merciless fight for
territorial presence. Then we find, as in the new German state that once con-
stituted the German Democratic Republic, ‘liberated national territories’.
Public spaces are symbolically sealed off, and violence serves as the means of
last resort to enforce entrance and exit rules. Meanwhile, the politicization of
ethnic enclosure, the politics of ethnicity which – at least until now – is in
Germany mainly focused by the ethnic majority, has, in the US, reached its
highest point of fragmentation and segregation in the society as a whole.
Anyone can play! Indeed, everyone must play.

Furthermore, we have binding linguistic rules which encourage narra-
tives of exclusion of a quite different manner, since they concur with poten-
tial sanctions. In art and literature, in science as well as in the inner spaces of
ethnic groups, the rule applies: only in the self-representation of your own
group can you expect to receive the seal of legitimate representation. Cultural
artefacts of whites on blacks, of men on women, of heterosexuals on homo-
sexuals, and vice versa, seem to stigmatize racially, or sexually, or both (see
Heller, 1994). African-Americans are better off avoiding white friends and
white neighbourhoods; women who do not identify with/reveal themselves
to be feminists have almost no chance to be hired at an institution of higher
learning; Hispanic youngsters are pushed into educational and second-
language programmes irrelevant for their social existence as Americans;
Indian immigrants are considered white in some school districts, while being
categorized as an ethnic minority in others – a difference substantial in terms
of ‘entitlements’; Asian-Americans fight for a curricular recognition of a tra-
dition that was created by the efforts of the American Census Bureau; and I,
myself, had to sign a US labour contract to learn that I belong to the race of
Caucasians, a taxonomic location that is of no effect in my Westphalian home
town, but which has many, quite different consequences in American society.

The institutionalized forms of racism that Agnes Heller (1994) has
referred to as ‘biopolitics’ are at once a precondition and a result of this
identity-related mobilization unfolding around territoriality and sociospatial
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control. The Italian Lega Nord (and certainly the breakup of Yugoslavia) is
one of the most significant examples of ethno-regional identity politics in the
European realm (see Schmidtke, 1996). Chicago, an agglomeration consist-
ing of about 67 ethnic neighbourhoods – and which enjoys the reputation of
being the most segregated US big city – has recently contributed another
variant. Since the beginning of August 1997, the area around North Halsted
Avenue has been presenting itself as the first officially recognized gay neigh-
bourhood in America. Symbols and flags in the universal colours of the ‘gay
pride rainbow’ mark and redefine social space, according to the sexual prefer-
ences of some of the area’s inhabitants, which leads to a situation of not only
new lines of conflict with the religious right, but also with traditionally ethnic
neighbourhoods such as Greektown, Chinatown, Pilsen, Germantown and
so forth, who vehemently polemicize against being put on the same footing
with a mere sexual lifestyle (see New York Times, 27 August 1997).

At the other end of the ethnic reconfiguration of urban spaces, we have
the ghetto, a sociospatially fixed, place-bound institution of racist exclusion
which is kept up not through the expression of ethnic affinity or ‘choice’, but
through outside pressure and violent defence of the ‘colour line’. Economic
destitution, endemic violence, drug abuse and antisocial behaviour are only
a few of the typical features condensed by the majority of American society
almost emblematically in order to form the figure of the black man as a rapist,
as the drug dealer or gang-member, and of the black woman as ‘a teenage
welfare queen’. And do not the facts themselves speak the language of moral
decay?

Such interpretations and images of decay, which take up an important
space in public discourse, make us forget that these enclaves of poverty and
terror are a product of urban planning, local politics and government pro-
grammes (Venkatesh, 2000). Loic Wacquant (1994) has shown with reference
to Chicago’s South Side, that ghetto inhabitants are systematically barred
from access to the job market and to basic institutions of urban infrastruc-
ture. But what connects the enclaves of poverty and terror with those typical
identity-motivated redefinitions of urban spaces? Until now, we have been
talking about tendencies of the ethnicization of cultural identities and a
context in which the ghetto apparently does not fit. As a ‘place of decay’, the
ghetto represents for mainstream society the outmost outside. It is this
imagination of a territorially limited evil, a ‘locus of evil’, that forces its
exclusion. Thus, it is no accident that the ghetto has simultaneously become
the exemplary frame of reference for a discourse which is gaining social
power, that on the ‘new urban underclass’ (Wilson, 1987; Jenks and Peterson,
1991; critically: Gans, 1996; Katz, 1993; Aponte, 1990), even in Europe. What
is at stake in this frame of reference is no longer an uncovering of the inter-
play of race, class and poverty, but motivations, the deficient norm and value
orientations of those who live there (Wacquant, 1994: 232–3); what steps into
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the place of the analysis of those social and power-structural context
conditions is the thesis of the context-generating power of individual failure.
Were one to accept the perspective of its constructors, the new underclass
would now have to be seen as populated by those who have been marginal-
ized, because of their habitual incapabilities and social pathologies, which
means that they must rightly be excluded and kept apart from participation
in the social intercourse of mainstream society; they are ‘misfits’, who finally
can be treated with no reference to the basic standards of civilized behaviour
(see Offe, 1996: 275).

The construction of the new underclass – a concept that meanwhile
appears to have been given up by the social sciences because of its theoreti-
cal poverty – is still given a lot of attention in public and social policy dis-
courses and feeds a social imagery that goes beyond the ethnicization of
cultural identities by reaching into communally shared knowledge. And it is
this wahlverwandtschaft geared to subjectivization and particularization
among the taxonomies and identity constructions dear to the social sciences
that now provides politicians, scientists, managers, the average Jills and Jacks,
with motives and justifications to undermine ethnically the institutionalized
standards of civilized behaviour. We cannot contradict those who object that
internal ethnicization, as a self-regulatory mode of modern societies, rep-
resents no more than a cynical variation of a globally induced multicultural-
ism, seen as gaining the day à la longue without alternatives in sight. But we
must assume that the sociospatial reconfiguration of national space in ethnic
terms does not necessarily result in social relations of recognition, but instead
goes hand in hand with narratives of exclusion which do not at all strengthen
the self-regulatory potentials of societies still organized around the principle
of the nation-state.

VI

That all three dimensions of globalization described here affect the form of
the modern nation-state is beyond doubt. Equally beyond doubt, however,
should be the conclusion that what we are faced with here is not so much the
end of the modern state but rather a significant reconfiguration process of the
relation between state, territoriality, sovereignty and identity. This new geog-
raphy of power is inclusive and yet rediversified in a sociospatial way. This
geography knows many agents who act simultaneously in local, regional,
national and global contexts and organization structures. This geography
necessitates not only elementary deterritorializations, but equally elementary
reterritorialization processes with respect to cultural identities and local and
transnational forms of communities. Thus, the new geography of power lies
neither completely outside nor below the modern nation-state, even though
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the latter is increasingly losing its social-integrative functions, and it is
turning from the nation-state to the state. This state, unburdened by its mode
of implementation of values, one could argue, still functions, but no longer
integrates. Were this the case, we would be dealing with a constellation unan-
ticipated in the literature of the social sciences; states, then, may survive as
formal organizations, but without having to fulfil the primary condition of
their own functioning, namely to be recognized by their specific social base
as a meaningful and practical institution (Offe, 1991). The power source for
this outcome is, and will remain for the time being, the state monopoly of
legitimate violence.
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Bruce Mazlish 
The Global and the Local 
1 

At the core of present-day globalization is the problematique of the global 
and the local. Amid the debate that emerges on this subject there is 
generally much passion and less thoughtful analysis. The problem itself, of 
course, is hardly new, only the form in which it confronts us. The ‘local’ can 
be the family, the tribe, the state (as in states rights in the USA), and the 
nation, each in contest with the other and all potentially now against the 
global. With the global entailing a major time/space compression, it is hardly 
surprising that the ‘local’ requires a new ‘location’ in our thinking, as well as 
in our everyday life. 
The problem itself is deeply rooted in the origins of classical sociology. 
There we find the attempt to analyze the nature of social bonds sitting at the 
center of inquiry. Implicit in this attempt is the concern with the global and 
the local, though not expressed in these explicit terms. When Tönnies, for 
example, writes of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, he is intuiting the later 
arguments on our subject. The same is true of Simmel, when he speaks of the 
difference between the mentality of the small town and the metropolis. 
Durkheim posits the issue in terms of a society based on division of labor 
and one grounded in religious forms of life. Weber’s emphasis, of course, is 
on the market, which he tells us is ‘a relationship which transcends the 
boundaries of neighborhood, kinship, group, or tribe’, and obviously has 
powerful effects on what it creates and what it has transcended (Weber, 1978: 
637). 
By the second half of the 20th century, the terms of discourse had shifted 
and the dichotomy global and local emerged. This is now one of the major 
new ways in which the concept of social bonds is discussed. Present-day sociologists 
such as Roland Robertson, John Urry, and Sylvia Walby, to name 
just a few, are carrying on the older tradition. They are doing so in the light 
of present-day globalization, whose transcendence of established boundaries 
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has been foreshadowed in the phrase quoted above from Max Weber. The 
connection between the past debates and the present ones obviously presses 
itself upon us. 
It is also true that this debate has been carried on in regard to other, 
related subjects: cosmopolitanism, civilization, modernity, these other 
frigates of thought on which we try to navigate the currents of social existence, 
also raise the issue of the near and the far, the particular and the 
universal, the us and the them. Cosmopolitanism especially bears on the 
topic, and will need to be brought into the discussion as we seek to situate 
our loyalties. Though we glance further at it, our main focus here is on what 
the sociologist Roland Robertson (1992: 173–4) has provocatively labeled 
‘glocalization’, the way in which the global and the local intertwine.1 

That ‘way’ can be manifold, for there is no single set of relations. What 
can be said of the US, for example, may not be said, say, of Japan. The global 
may be more or less the same in both countries, but the relation to it of the 
local varies greatly. This poses a challenge for me. In this article I make general 
statements having mostly the American example in mind. I do so in the belief 
that my preference for the global and even the national over the local as a 
source of the moral holds true even while I recognize that there are qualifications 
that may be required in regard to various situations. For example, 
‘public’ in Japan is equated with bureaucrats, who place self-interest and 
narrow views over the general good. Thus, there is a strong movement in that 
country to decentralize government power and strengthen local autonomy, in 
the belief that the local will better represent the good of the people.2 
In this case, we are told, the local expresses itself through NPOs (nonprofit 
organizations), for the local legislators, like their national counterparts, 
often malfunction. As of 1996, there were around 86,000 of these NPOs. 
Spurred into existence by the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake in 1995, and 
the inadequate response on the national level, as well as by an aging population 
whose needs were ignored at that same level, resort was to NPOs as 
an expression of local autonomy. Thus, it would seem, the local is the site of 
the highest morality. 
Without going into further details, I merely enter two caveats to this 
conclusion. The first is that such higher morality is not found in the local 
governing bodies, which are little better in this respect than the national 
bodies. It is based, rather, on NPOs; and these are offspring of the global 
imperative. As one scholar puts it, ‘the trend toward globalization . . . is a 
critical factor in Japan’s decentralization process.’ As he goes on, ‘while 
globalization exposes the smaller regions of the world to the global marketplace, 
its values may take precedence over local values so that, when a 
country’s political, economic, and developmental activities become globalized, 
the national government may cease to be dominant’ (Shun’ichi, 2003: 
23). 
94 Current Sociology Vol. 53 No. 1 
Downloaded from http://csi.sagepub.com at WASEDA UNIV on October 6, 2009 

If I read this author correctly, it is globalization that opens the way to 
the better localism of the NPOs, by weakening the competence and reach of 
the nation-state. In short, what starts out looking like a contradiction to the 
thesis that I advance in the rest of this article ends up being simply a qualification 
of its details. Other, comparative studies would be useful to see if the 
same result would hold, but that is not the task I undertake here. Rather, 
having flagged some of the complications that adhere to my subject, I turn 
now to the exposition of the thesis I wish to advance concerning the values 
to be attached to the global and the local. 
My inquiry is into two parts of the problem. Why, I ask, is one or the 
other, the global or the local, preferable? Why not, in fact, accept that each 



carries its virtues and vices within itself? In this part of our inquiry, I argue 
that there is a myth of the virtuous local that causes us to overlook its attendant 
evils. Thus, an unbalanced picture results. In the next part of my inquiry, 
I try to look at some of the ‘facts’, i.e. the actual manifestations of the local 
and the global, in their conjunctions. This is, of course, an unending inquiry, 
as shown by our Japanese example. As I have remarked elsewhere, the global 
can only exist in terms of the local; it does not float somewhere above the 
earth (except figuratively). 
2 
What is this globalization of which we speak? A good starting definition is 
offered by Sylvia Walby. She speaks of it as ‘a process of increased density 
and frequency of . . . international or global social interactions relative to 
local or national ones’ (Walby, 2003). Here the global–local issue, presented 
in terms of ‘social interactions’, is made the heart of the definition. Yet Walby 
wishes to disclaim the notion of ‘supraterritoriality’ to be found in so many 
other definitions of globalization, for she insists that ‘global processes still 
have a territorial component’. Fleshing out her definition, Walby identifies 
its causes as ‘the increased power of global capital markets; the rise of new 
information and communication technologies; and the rise of a new hegemon 
which creates the conditions for increased trade’ (Walby, 2003). 
Elsewhere, I have given a definition of globalization in more historical 
terms, emphasizing such elements as the step out into space, the satellites that 
make possible instantaneous communication, a space/time compression that 
has been building up for the past few centuries, the study of the environment 
as both a global and a local ‘happening’, the nuclear power that can leap over 
the territorial boundaries hitherto thought secure, the multinational corporations, 
whose operations transcend the national lines on the map, which is 
why they are called multinational, and a host of other factors, such as human 
rights, world music, global consumerism and so forth.3 This expanded 
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definition of globalization has the advantage of constituting a research 
project. We can inquire in detail into each of these factors, and into the 
synchronicity and synergy that exist among them. 
A definition such as Walby’s, however, has the virtue of being more 
restricted and more germane to the particular problem of the global and the 
local. It allows us entrance to our subject by a recognizable portal: a door 
opening on a theory of social interaction. It connects us to a large literature 
that takes as its object the way people construct social bonds. The idea of 
social bonds, mentioned earlier as the core of the discipline of sociology, 
mainly only comes forth, consciously, in the West in the 17th century, when 
the concept of society emerges, and is followed in the next century by 
nationalism and the nation-state, the revival of discussions about cosmopolitanism 
and the reification of the notion of civilized into the abstract 
noun, civilization, all in the face of an impending democratic and industrial 
revolution that threatens to break all connections between man and man (not 
to mention God and Nature). One further result, of course, is the ‘birth’ of 
sociology, the discipline that gives its name to the journal in which Walby’s 
article appears.4 
There is one more piece of apparatus I wish to erect before turning fully 
to our subject. It is the structure of thought that emphasizes expression of 
the global and the local in terms of the universal and the particular. Where 
18th-century cosmopolitans grasped the universal as their particular form of 
identity, early romantics identified themselves in terms of the particular itself. 
It is, they argue, the non-generalizable, the non-calculable, the non-repeatable 
that characterizes life as against the sterile expressions of the universal 



and the mechanical. The sound of the battle, for example, is heard in the 
comments by Georg Forster, the Swiss-German anthropologist, who had 
accompanied Captain Cook on his voyages in the South Seas, and who wrote 
a fragment on Indian poetry called ‘On Local and Universal Culture’ (1791). 
Taking a firm stand, Forster wrote that ‘The local, the specific, the peculiar 
must melt into the universal, if the prejudices of partiality are to be 
vanquished. Universality has taken the place of the particular European character, 
and . . . [the latter] can be styled as the representative of the entire 
species.’5 To the romantics, of course, such a view was anathema. 
Change the words a bit, and we are engaged today in the battle of the 
global and the local. In place of the romantics, we can place postmodernists. 
Many of them, too, extol the particular, emphasize the relativity of things and 
distrust the universal and the global. They stand opposed to a meta-narrative 
that claims to tell a story of progress, of modernization, in which globalization 
is merely the latest version of modernization. For postmodernists of 
this persuasion, there is virtue only in the local and the particular, as they are 
seen to refuse to give way before the sharp razor of reason and rationalization. 
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In one sense, plus ça change, plus ça reste, as the preceding suggests. In 
the battle of the global and the local there is for the historian a feeling of déjà 
vu. Yet, to take this view would be to ignore what is new in this contest, and 
to neglect attention to the particulars that characterize the present-day 
process (or processes) of globalization. The past gives us a comparative 
vantage point, a historical context, in which to place our latest developments. 
It cannot substitute, however, for a fresh inquiry into the ‘happenings’ of our 
own time, at the core of which resides a particular problem, that of the global 
and the local. 
3 
My impression is that, aside from a small group of ardent globalizers, the 
weight of general opinion is on the side of the local. Admirers of the local 
can find support in the words of de Tocqueville, who wrote that ‘The 
strength of free people resides in the local community. Local institutions are 
to liberty what primary schools are to science; they put it within the people’s 
reach’ (de Tocqueville, 1969: 63). In addition to being the bedrock of liberty, 
the local is seen as warm and reassuring, a home whose embrace protects one 
from the blasts of an outside and threatening world. It can take the form of 
communitarianism, along with the other forms ranging from the family to 
the nation listed earlier. It can embrace the ‘habits of the heart’ as contrasted 
with the putative cold, sterile claims of the rational and universal. It can stand 
for roots in an era of broken ties and loyalties. In the terms of postmodern 
architecture, it can extol ‘place’ as against abstract space. 
I would like to concede all of these attributes and then argue that the 
local is also heavily freighted with the parochial and the limited. It is hardly 
news that the local is often self-centered in its concerns and hostile to needs 
outside itself. It also represents entrenched power, which defends its particular 
interests in the name of locality. It misrepresents its own interests as well, 
by focusing on the short- rather than the long-term effects of its own actions. 
In so doing, it has an adverse effect in the longer run on other localities. 
How do we balance the virtues and vices of the local? Before attempting 
this summation, we need to acquire much more knowledge about some 
of its actual manifestations. In the (re)counting that follows, I highlight the 
actual workings of the local vs the global in terms mainly of its negative 
features, while not forgetting the positive. 
It is a cliché that all politics are local. Implicit in this formulation is that 
particularist interests triumph over more general ones. Let us look at some 



examples of what is at play. An obviously heinous one is the decision by a 
tribal council in a Pakistani village that a young woman be raped in revenge 
for a crime allegedly committed by her brother. Such ‘local’ decisions are 
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generally overlooked by the government. Should they, or must a trans-local 
standard of justice be brought to bear on the case, representing a wider 
interest of society than that involved in the tribal council’s decision? 
This example, and countless others like it, are blatant and tendentious. It 
is obvious (except to fanatical relativists) that in such cases, a higher locality 
must step in to counter the narrowness of the particular local. Let us jump 
now to a much higher locality, in this case, the nation, and in this example 
the US. Local steel industry leaders and unionists prevailed on the Bush 
administration to undercut its own free trade policies, favoring globalization, 
in the name of political calculation. Local politics – for the Bush people 
needed the votes of these constituents in these critical rust belt states – won 
out over the interests of the general American consumer as well as the 
administration’s general commitment to the global. 
Perhaps this was a good thing, and the promotion of the global in this 
case a false goal? Can the same thing be said of the case of Pakistan, where 
the country was originally rewarded for its posture vis-à-vis the September 
11 event by a waiving of duties and quotas on textiles and clothing, a waiver 
that was then rescinded under pressure from American law-makers from 
textile states? In a world where all politics is conceived of as being local, the 
woes of Pakistani workers are as nothing to the interests of a small minority 
of Americans, a case of the local triumphing not only over the global but the 
national. A similar story can be told about US trade with Chile and with 
countless other countries. 
The fact is that I could relate innumerable examples where the local has 
taken precedence over a more general interest, and where it is not self-evident 
that this is a good thing. Yet, such cases do not seem to give pause to those 
who proclaim the virtues of the local and its superiority over the more 
particular. 
Perhaps I can dramatize the conflict by taking up the case of slavery and 
civil rights in the US? Enshrined in the Constitution and defended in the 
name of states’ rights, slavery was held to be sacrosanct and protected from 
outside interference. Only the Civil War in the middle of the 19th century 
breached the sovereignty of the slave-owning states and bent them to a 
‘higher’ law, that of the larger nation. Was it justified? Many in the former 
Confederate states say ‘no’ and still cling to states’ rights, with their particular 
state claiming precedent in some cases not only over the US but over even 
more local sovereignties within the state in question.6 

As is well known, even in defeat after 1865 local resistance to equality 
for blacks persisted in highly successful form in many of the Southern states. 
The civil war had to be renewed in the 20th century in the form of a civil 
rights movement. Sheltering behind the door of states’ rights, Arkansas, for 
example, refused to accept federally mandated requirements to end 
educational segregation. Only the sending of federal troops and marshals 
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ended the stand-off and imposed national standards over the local ones. 
Again, local sovereignty was invaded in the name of a higher morality and 
law. 
In short, as the examples so far given show, the local must often give way 
to a larger ‘local’. The national has its rights that the lesser locality knows 
not. The local cannot simply be a talisman to wave off all possible intervention 
by other forces. In thinking about the global and the local, perhaps 



the former must be thought of as simply the larger ‘local’ above the national 
one. If this is so, the former Yugoslavia may replace the former Southern 
states as our example, with no sovereign right to abuse its own people in 
violation of their ‘human’ rights. In fact, it is a situation such as the Yugoslav, 
and comparable ones, that insistently demand that we get right the equation 
between the global and the local. 
4 
There are two other examples, or aspects, of the global–local relation that 
need consideration before I try to make more sweeping statements. The first 
relates to the environment. The second takes up the way the global and the 
local produce results that then cycle back on one another, with the two being 
inextricably connected. 
Globalization and the environment is a complex and important topic. I 
make only a few brief comments in regard to the role of the global and the 
local. I start by asking ‘What can be more global than the environment?’ Seen 
from space, the earth is a connected system. Its cloud cover is not just for 
one part but for the whole sphere. Winds on one part of the globe affect ocean 
currents in another. Satellites can now show us pictures illustrating how 
desertification and deforestation are spreading everywhere, and how carbon 
emissions affect the atmosphere, with consequences for ozone holes, global 
warming and related phenomena. Consequently, we now see, not just think 
the global. 
Yet the environment movement, for example, in the US was first driven 
in the 1960s by mostly local, domestic issues. In various accounts, these are 
listed as local air and water pollution, strip-mining, highway construction, 
noise pollution, dams and stream channelization, clear-cutting of forests, 
hazardous waste dumps, nuclear power plants, exposures to toxic chemicals, 
oil spills, suburban sprawl. In this grab bag, clearly some issues are particularly 
local – Love Canal would be one example – while others quickly can 
spread to the more global – for example, the nuclear and toxic spillovers. 
Nevertheless, the environment loomed as mostly a local problem in the 
period before the 1970s, with the US being a leader in the movement to deal 
with it. The notion of an Earth Day originated in that country. As the decade 
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unfolded, however, and as it became clearer that many of the environmental 
problems transcended the national boundaries, international, i.e. global, 
efforts expanded, and the US retreated from the larger scene. The tipping 
point may well have been the 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment, 
held in Stockholm. Whereas air pollution and waste disposal might still 
be adequately addressed at the local level, such other threats as fishery depletion, 
the spread of organic pollutants and climate change required coordinated 
action around the globe and at the hands of new global institutions and 
jurisdictions. Challenges such as those taking the form of the ‘tragedy of the 
commons’ (while it is rational for one fisherman to take as large a catch as 
he can, everyone doing it produces disaster for fishermen in general) or of 
public goods (who pays for clean air and an intact ozone layer?), with their 
attendant free loaders, simply go beyond local solutions. 
In a problem area such as sketched above, it does little good to invoke 
the mantra of the local. Of course, where possible, one solves a local distress 
with local means. The local here can mean either the neighborhood, the 
region, or the national. What needs an act of imagination is to realize that the 
local in many situations today actually means the global. We need to hark 
back to the definition of globalization as ‘a process of increased density and 
frequency of . . . social interactions’. Such social interaction may be greater 
with a global ‘neighbor’ across the seas than with the one who owns the 



adjacent lot to mine. Because the chains of connection with the former are 
lengthier in space and longer in time, and/or more abstract, they are harder 
to envision than those connecting me to the person next door.7 They are, 
however, at least as important, and possibly more so. We, and especially legislators 
and leaders, must, it appears, raise our level of understanding to the 
level of actual global developments. 
My second example can be presented in even shorter form. What could 
be more domestic at first glance than the politics of the political parties in, 
say, France? How, then, can we see the hand of globalization in the far right 
party of Jean-Marie Le Pen? A moment’s reflection suggests the answer. 
Immigration, whether in France or all the other European countries, is intimately 
tied to the local issues of a stagnant economy, high unemployment 
and the welfare system. Local voters are concerned with living standards, 
crime and foreigners. Immigrants are seen as the cause of the decline in all 
the indices related to the subjects listed above. Immigrants come from other 
parts of the globe. The syllogism is complete. 
The immigrants are the local result of the global, for, clearly, they are to 
a large extent a product of national decisions about tariffs, import quotas, etc. 
that ill-favor the development of the ‘native’ and ‘local’ country from which 
the immigrants come. If one throws in the policies of the WTO, the IMF and 
the World Bank, the picture darkens further. What I am trying to suggest 
with these broad, bold strokes is how the local affects the global, and the 
100 Current Sociology Vol. 53 No. 1 
Downloaded from http://csi.sagepub.com at WASEDA UNIV on October 6, 2009 

global the local, and back and forth in a constant, almost Escher-like 
dynamic. The reality is ‘glocalization’, of a most complicated sort. But our 
knowledge and comprehension, or way of looking at the world, is often 
excruciatingly local. That vision, or lack of it, enters prominently into what 
we have identified as a global–local dynamic, making it difficult to deal with 
problems that are already difficult enough no matter on what level we tackle 
them. 
5 
Until the coming of the global, i.e. present-day globalization, the local found 
its antitheses in cosmopolitanism. Does this offer a source of identity that 
effectively transcends the local? Is it itself a result of local conditions? Does 
it offer the possibility of a belief system that can inform and improve the way 
the parochial and the political limit the possibilities for the general good? Or 
is cosmopolitanism a will-o’-the-wisp, floating too high above actual, local 
life to give effective guidance of any sort? To glimpse answers to such questions 
we need to say more about cosmopolitanism itself. 
Its origins, as we well know, are in Greek antiquity. Its hero is Diogenes, 
who, in addition to looking for an honest man, dismissed the Greek polis as 
the source of meaning for himself and others, and in its place declared himself 
a citizen of the cosmos. Thus, the local is swept away as a place of attachment 
and identity. In its place is the world as a whole. Diogenes, the famous 
Cynic, was then followed by the Stoics, culminating a few centuries later in 
Marcus Aurelius. Emperor of the Roman Empire though he was, he declared 
that ‘my nature is rational and civic, my city and country . . . is Rome’. But 
then he concluded, ‘as a man, the world’. In this hierarchy of identifications, 
it is the latter that is highest and the local that is of lesser importance. 
With the decline and fall of the Roman Empire, cosmopolitanism faded 
away, submerged in the rival ecumenism of Christianity, whose City was 
significantly not of this earth. Even more crushingly, cosmopolitanism 
disappeared in the feudal Middle Ages, where particular fealties reigned 
supreme. Emerging fitfully in the intervening centuries, it is not until the 18th 
that cosmopolitanism reassumes an important role in the discourse of philosophy 



and social existence. 
A good starting point for our understanding of 18th-century cosmopolitanism 
is the short entry in the Encyclopédie, ‘Cosmopolitain, ou 
COSMOPOLITE, (Gram. & Philosoph.)’. Reading it we are told that the 
cosmopolite is ‘un homme qui n’a point de demeure fixé’, or rather ‘un 
homme qui n’est étranger nulle part’. The term’s etymological roots in the 
Greek are given, and then its origin in antiquity is underlined by a last 
sentence, wherein we are told that an ancient philosopher, asked from whence 
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he came, answered, ‘Je suis Cosmopolite, c’est à dire citoyen de l’univers.’ To 
which the writer of the entry adds, ‘Je préfère . . . ma famille à moi, ma patrie 
à ma famille, & le genre humain à ma patrie.’ 
These brief allusions to the ‘history’ of cosmopolitanism can allow us to 
draw a few conclusions. The first is that it emerges from local conditions and 
can serve local purposes. In the case of Diogenes, he is seeking refuge from 
the political pressures and iniquities of the polis by appealing to a community 
outside and beyond it: mankind. (Christianity will do the same a few 
centuries later, but in religious rather than secular garb.) With the philosophes 
of the Enlightenment, cosmopolitanism becomes a belief system by which to 
measure the shortcomings of absolute monarchy. By claiming the only 
citizenship available to them, in the cosmos, the philosophes implicitly are 
laying claim to a more local citizenship as well. In this vein, cosmopolitanism 
can be viewed as an ideology, and one of its outcomes, though it is mainly 
a contributing cause, the French Revolution. 
Cosmopolitanism is also an aspiration. This is our second conclusion, 
and it points to the inspirational nature of the cosmopolitan vision. Rising 
above its local, ideological purposes, it offers a conviction that places the 
social bonds of humanity at large above those of family, city and state. 
Implicitly, it asks: why and how am I more connected to my immediate 
neighbors than to others at a greater distance? By the time of the Enlightenment, 
the social bonds in actuality were greatly extended, by trade, by technical 
innovations and improvements in communication, and by a more 
tightly knit international system of states. The political implications of these 
developments were only partially recognized. The philosophes who embraced 
cosmopolitanism were ahead of their time, intuitively aware of the direction 
in which events were carrying humanity.8 
That direction has been toward globalization. Not deterministic, not 
fated, globalization has been developing out of systemic forces within the 
modern world. Economics has been a powerful propellant. One quotation 
from a debate on the Napoleonic Code of commerce highlights the direction 
in which humanity was headed. As a proponent of one clause in the Code 
exclaimed, ‘The bill of exchange has been invented. In the history of 
commerce this is an event almost comparable to the discovery of the compass 
and of America. . . . It has set free movable capital, has facilitated its movements, 
and has created an immense volume of credit. From that moment on, 
there have been no limits to the expansion of commerce other than that of 
the globe itself’ (quoted in Hirschman, 1977: 74; my emphasis). In the words 
of this little-known debater, long before Karl Marx made the expansion of 
the world market central to our understanding, the shadow of globalization 
stretches before us. 
Of course, an immense number of factors other than the purely 
economic (there is, in fact, no such thing) were to be involved in this 
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development. Nor is it an unimpeded development, of simply linear dimensions, 
one without interruptions or setbacks. Nevertheless, a general line of 



march can be detected in the history of the past few centuries. It is this march 
that has led us to our present consideration of the global and the local. And 
to our immediate consideration of cosmopolitanism as an earlier form of the 
supposed dichotomy. It is as part of this consideration that we must also note 
that cosmopolitanism as an intellectual commitment had faded and more or 
less disappeared as an ideology in the 19th century in the face of nationalism 
and internationalism. 
What about cosmopolitanism today, in a global epoch? It is startling to 
observe how a number of authors have attempted, so to speak, to capture 
cosmopolitanism for the local, i.e. to localize its universal reach. A number 
of quotations make this clear. The anthropologist Arjun Appadurai, for 
example, argues for a ‘cosmopolitan ethnography’ in his book Modernity at 
Large, whose subtitle is Cultural Dimensions of Globalization. By this he 
means the study of ‘lived experience in a globalized, deterritorialized world’; 
or, as he explains further, ‘Today’s cosmopolitanisms [note the plural] 
combine experience of various media with various forms of experience – 
cinema, video, restaurants, spectator sports, and tourism, to name just a few 
– that have different national and transnational genealogies.’ Such an ethnography, 
he adds, can lead us ‘to an understanding of the globalization of 
Hinduism, the transformation of “natives” into cosmopolites of their own 
sort’ (Appadurai, 1996: 52, 64, 57). 
A literary critic, Bruce Robbins, distinguishes a new cosmopolitanism 
from the old ‘abstract, ahistorical universalism’, and proffers a somewhat 
convoluted redefinition: ‘As a practice of comparison, a range of tolerances 
and secularisms, an international competence or mode of citizenship that is 
the monopoly of no one class or civilization, it [cosmopolitanism] answers 
the charge of “particularism” and “loss of standards” . . . because it presents 
multiculturalism as both a common program and a critical program’ 
(Robbins, 1993: 196–7). (Where Robbins speaks of secularisms, of course, 
Appadurai has made room for religions such as Hinduism.) In any event, 
another anthropologist, Paul Rabinow, tells us that ‘critical cosmopolitanism’ 
is a good thing. ‘Let us define cosmopolitanism’, he suggests, ‘as an ethos 
of macro-interdependencies, with an acute consciousness (often forced upon 
people) of the inescapabilities and particularities of places, characters, 
historical trajectories, and fates. . . . We are all cosmopolitans’ (Rabinow, 
1986: 258). 
One last quotation, this from Lila Abu-Lughod and her attempt to 
practice Appadurai’s ‘cosmopolitan ethnography’ in the field, specifically in 
an Upper Egyptian village. What she finds is that the concept of cosmopolitanism 
is applicable to those who stay at home as well as to ‘those who 
travel, those who feel at home in several parts of the world’. The vehicle for 
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the new cosmopolitanism is television, which, though its ‘meanings are 
produced somewhere – for most viewers somewhere else . . . [is] consumed 
locally in a variety of localities’. Thus, as one of her subtitles informs us, 
different versions of cosmopolitanism ‘confound the concept of “cultures” ’, 
here identified with the local (Abu-Lughod, 1997). 
These quotations are representative of the effort to blur the boundaries 
between cosmopolitanism, with its putative universal aspirations, and the 
local (sometimes referred to as cultural) embrace of particularism and place. 
Postmodernists, especially, have found this prospect appealing, as have exponents 
of multiculturalism. This position, even while ‘privileging’ the local, 
has the virtue of acknowledging that peoples are now linked together in a 
global culture – perhaps better called global civilization – at whose core is 
multiculturalism. Thus, globalization, cosmopolitanism and the local are all 



conflated. 
Such a reconciliation would seem to accord with the fact that the cosmos 
has taken on actuality; that is, that all peoples, more or less, are now living 
as ‘citizens’ of a common globe. What was ideal and utopian, e.g. cosmopolitanism 
in the Enlightenment, is now practical and potentially situated in 
real, or at least virtual, space. We begin to acknowledge this fact when we 
talk about the ‘global commons’ and even about the misguided notion of a 
‘global village’. In this formulation, we are all becoming cosmopolitan 
tourists on the Internet, travelling in common in cyberspace. 
Standing back, however, from this happy ecumenical prospect, we can 
raise a few questions. What happens when the local cultural knowledge 
conflicts with the cosmopolitan, universalizing knowledge, i.e. with globalization, 
say, in the form of human rights? Similarly, it is all very well to speak 
of the ‘citizen’ in the new global world; in fact, however, what are the rights 
and duties attached to that role today, and how are they to be enforced? There 
is also the issue, if all voices are to be heard, do they arrive with equal power? 
To raise such questions, and many more could be added, is simply to illustrate 
once again the complicated nature of the relation of the global and the 
local. In this regard, cosmopolitanism has become a stand-in for both sides, 
reconciling them but at the price of sweeping many of the difficult problems 
under the rug. 
6 
One school of thought can finesse these problems by simply making the case 
that we are dealing with an artificial division: the fact is that globalization, like 
nationalization before it, is actually local. A few examples should suffice to 
establish this position. The first is in regard to the nation. It emerges from 
scholarly research into the connection of the local and the nation, particularly 
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in regard to 19th-century Germany. The thesis is that ‘localist or “Heimat” 
sentiment is a constitutive and necessary feature of the nation-building 
process’. Thus this view repudiates ‘the notion that the local was rendered 
obsolete by the national in the same way as the global then rendered the 
national obsolete’ (Applegate, 1990, quoted in Umbach, 2002: 46). 
Instead, the local is seen as constituting the national at the same time as 
it threatens to undo it. As Alon Confino and Ajay Skaria (2002: 5) argue, ‘the 
nationalist imaginary deploys the trope of the local to articulate the 
specificity of the nation; of how the local comes to be refigured as home – as 
the nationalist home’. Fleshing this out, another scholar tries to show how 
particularist patriotism – in the form of sponsoring museums, festivals, and 
the like – came to be seen as ‘variations of the whole, not as an alternative to 
it’.9 Such a view is in line with Edmund Burke’s (1955: 53) famous boast that 
‘to be attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in 
society, is the first principle (the germ as it were) of public affections’.10 As 
with de Tocqueville, support is given to the notion that such small attachments 
are the basis, rather than the enemy, of larger ones. 
Alongside these assertions by historians and political theorists can be 
found those of anthropologists. Here, too, the presumed opposition of the 
local and the global is dissolved. Thus, one fear on the part of the ‘locals’ – 
that globalization means homogenization – turns out to be false upon close 
examination. In the case of Egyptian villagers studied, as noted earlier, by the 
anthropologist Abu-Lughod, they have been preserving their own culture in 
the face of global cosmopolitanism flooding over them through their TVs. In 
fact, as she shows, the TV channels are owned by a multitude of different 
country-based companies, and their offerings are tailored to local consumption. 
As yet another account informs us, ‘The top TV show in South Africa 



is “Generations”, a home-grown multiracial soap; in France, it is “Julie 
Lescaut”, a French police series; in Brazil it is “O Clone”, a telenovela made 
by TV Globo. In the words of one TV head, “The more the world becomes 
global, the more people want their own culture.” Or, as the head of Walt 
Disney Television International puts it, “Viewers are essentially local in what 
they consume” ’ (The Economist, 2002). 
On another front, what could be more global than the World Cup in 
soccer (which, unlike the so-called World Series in the US, actually has 
competitors from all over the world)? Yet, as one reporter tells us, ‘No single 
international event is experienced more locally than the World Cup – from 
the hometown bars to the soccer lots to the mood in the Presidential TV 
parlor. The results of a match can leave a nation reeling in self-doubt or 
swimming in a national euphoria.’ Then follows detailed accounts of ‘how it 
all felt back home’ in Germany, Turkey, Poland and other localities (The 
World Paper, 2002). 
In short, to sum up what has been said about cosmopolitanism and about 
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the fact that globalization actually seems to be local, one conclusion might 
be that all of our problems on the subject have disappeared. The local is 
generally benign, and no different from the global. Thus, we can go back to 
praising the virtuous local and worry no further about its possible myth-like 
qualities. Is this, in fact, the case? I take the position that it is not. 
7 
My argument proceeds as follows. The first thing is to acknowledge that 
there is much to be said against the effects of present-day globalization. 
When it is equated with the free market, some of the results can be disastrous. 
Rather than improving the condition of the poor, it can be said to 
widen the gap between rich and poor without much improving the lot of the 
latter. What there is of global governance takes the form of the IMF, the 
World Bank and the WTO, all under the thumb of the developed nations, 
and especially the US. Their aim is all too often not the well-being of 
humankind, but the economic and political dominance of the power holders. 
While each of the assertions just made can invoke vigorous denials, the 
overall record is clearly a mix of goods and bads, virtues and vices. The global 
is no different in this regard than the local, whose balance sheet was cast up 
earlier. Why then do I believe that it is important for us to discard the myth 
of the local? The answer is in the moral realm. Let me admit that there is 
nothing sacrosanct in larger social bonds per se. On all levels – family, tribal, 
regional, national, and now global – there is always a balance of the good and 
evil. Yet, having said this, we must go on to explore why the global is more 
likely than the local to serve the cause of humanity. 
To make this case, we must return to cosmopolitanism. What was merely 
an ideal and an ideology in the 18th century in Europe has become, I have 
argued, an actual condition for many today. Whether we like it or not, we 
are linked in ever closer social bonds by the filaments of the Internet and by 
the messages and images bouncing off the satellites. My ‘neighbor’ is just as 
likely to be an email correspondent a continent away as the person living next 
door to me in my apartment building, whom I never meet. Without trivializing 
the importance of face-to-face interactions, we must recognize that our 
interests and identities have become more and more a matter of larger levels 
than the traditional ‘local’. 
Why does such a cosmopolitan condition entail the betterment of 
humankind? We get a suggestive response by going back to our example of 
the US and its experience with slavery and the civil rights movement. In this 
example, from a moral standpoint the high ground was not to be found in 



the local, where entrenched interests prevailed. Only outside forces, benefiting 
less from the existing arrangements, could bring to bear a trans-state 
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perspective that saw slavery as the evil it is – and do something about it. This 
entire problem involves a complicated argument, into which others are 
invited to enter. There needs to be a dialogue as to why the larger network 
of social bonds is more likely to be on the side of the angels than the smaller 
ones. My proposition is that as society approximates more closely to an 
identification with humanity as a whole – the cosmopolitan vision – the more 
likely it is to act in a manner consistent with that vision. 
Today, the cosmopolitan vision is entwined with the global. Globalization, 
economically, politically and culturally, is shaping our lives in multifaceted 
and complicated ways. It is crucial that, for example, corporate 
executives recognize the imperative of serving the well-being of humanity as 
much as that of their more local shareholders. Statesmen and women have to 
recognize the global world in which they are living and take it into account 
in their decisions, not bowing down automatically to the presumed exigencies 
of local politics. Intellectuals ought no longer to play their ‘local’ games 
as if the world it was not a-becoming global. All of these actors must take on 
a cosmopolitan character. 
Needless to say, none of this will occur overnight. Nor in the sweeping 
terms I have outlined. None the less, these changes can be facilitated if we 
look more closely at the overall problem of the global and the local. As I have 
observed, we must initially note the ways in which there is a false dichotomy 
at work here. Especially, we must be skeptical in regard to the myth of the 
local as the source of goodness. Overall, in a global epoch, we need further 
work, both empirical and theoretical, to help us in understanding the nature 
of the process of globalization in which we are involved, and especially the 
way in which the global may hold within it the potential for a ‘higher’ moral 
sentiment. 
8 
I want to conclude with a last piece of theoretical speculation. It concerns 
the question as to the circumstances under which the local and/or the global 
is to be more valued. With each having its good and bad side, how can we 
judge when one or the other is the more ‘moral’ in action? What follows are 
mainly hints at a possible systematic approach. 
As a general rule, where we find the greatest universality we generally 
also find the scales tip toward the global. In my view, there are two such areas, 
that of justice and that of science. In regard to justice, although the subject 
is enormously complicated, there is one part which obviously does rise to 
the universal. It involves human rights. These are rights held by virtue of 
being human, not of being part, for example, of a particular clan, ethnic 
group, or nation. Such rights transcend traditional boundaries and, at least in 
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principle, trump any other consideration. That justice in this regard does not 
always obtain, that institutionalization of such a right is filled with practical 
difficulties, etc., in no way undermines the clear-cut superiority of the global 
over the local in this area. 
Science is an even easier case. It is obviously based on universal principles 
– there is no ‘Jewish science’, or ‘Islamic science’ – and the laws of 
gravity or relativity operate equally in all parts of the globe. Naturally, there 
can be debates about the validity of some parts of the sciences, e.g. the details 
of evolutionary biology, but these debates are also couched in universal 
terms. Natural selection, for example, is not suspended in specific parts of 
the world. When the findings of science clash with local ‘knowledge’, as in 



the recent brouhaha about AIDS in South Africa, the latter must necessarily 
give way (whether it does so in practice is, of course, another matter). 
What about technology, the word so often linked to science? Modern 
technology is, of course one of the main causes of increased globalization. 
The computer and satellites make possible the thickening web of communication 
and connection. Such technology is intimately linked to science, and 
thus takes on a universal character. A computer functions more or less the 
same in India as in the USA. The case seems as clear as with science itself. 
Nevertheless, a caveat must be introduced. While the principles underlying 
technology and especially high tech may be the same everywhere, the application 
of the technology may be inappropriate to local needs. Here the 
notion of ‘appropriate technology’ enters the picture. It is at this point, 
without going into further details, that the local values may outweigh the 
global. 
Justice, e.g. human rights, and science, both based on universality, appeal 
to the global side of the balance. The opposite would seem to hold in regard 
to culture. The very word ‘multicultural’ seems to award the palm to the 
local. Here, while we should acknowledge the claims of justice and science 
as trumping the local culture in their areas, there seems little reason to wish 
to impose universality on the diversity of customs, habits, arrangements that 
characterize particular societies. If some groups wish to eat particular foods 
and/or on particular days, how can one object? (Of course, if they seek to 
impose their tastes on other groups, human rights issues may arise.) De 
gustibus non disputandum is an old adage; it can apply as well to cultures. 
With this said, it needs also to be added that as a matter of practice a 
global culture of sorts appears to be emerging. Further, a globalization of 
existing cultures also seems to be taking place. I have already alluded to this 
development when writing earlier about cosmopolitanism and its presentday 
vicissitudes. As we move further into a global epoch, fostered by 
science and technology, we can expect moves toward both more diversity 
of cultural behaviors – the local – and asymptotic approximations of a 
global culture. 
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A word about the economic before turning to my last area, the political. 
The economic, like science and technology to which it is increasingly 
connected, is a force pushing toward further globalization. At least in its free 
market form, it seems to subjugate all other aspects of society to its werewolf 
appetite, as Karl Marx put it, for expansion. Again, we are faced with a 
huge topic, only one segment of which pertains to my focus on morality in 
regard to the global and the local. Clearly, in the form of multinational 
corporations, and their power for good and evil, for rewards to some and 
deficits for others, there is much to inquire into here. However, aside from 
remarking that global corporations are frequently engaged in small-batch and 
‘local’ production activities, I will refrain from doing more than merely 
flagging the subject. 
Turning now to the political, we must recognize that this is the most 
amorphous of all our areas. It is also the one in which all issues are finally 
joined. The starting point is the observation that all politics are local. In some 
cases, this is morally for the good. For example, in a totalitarian society, the 
local may be the only possibility of resistance to an evil center. Such was the 
case of the Eastern European countries under the Soviet Union. On the other 
hand, as we saw with 19th-century America and slavery, it was the center that 
held out hope as against the oppressive local. Thus, while recognizing how 
difficult it is to generalize, I have argued generally in this article that the 
global has more likelihood than the local to be on the side of the angels (and 



the ‘slaves’ of any kind). 
One further observation is in order. Local politics are increasingly 
involved, willy-nilly, with the global. Examples abound, as with local pollution 
resulting from global forces, or unemployment or immigration arising 
in a relation with multinational trade and investment. As we have seen, therefore, 
in politics as in all our other areas, we must be aware of the dialectic 
between the theoretical, the effort to judge between the global and the local 
on moral grounds, and the practical, the fact that the boundaries between the 
global and the local are themselves being fudged. 
As I remarked at the beginning of this final section, what I have offered 
here are merely hints as to how one might try to impose some sort of 
system on the overall question being asked. The question has been from the 
outset, ‘Why is the one or the other, the global or the local, preferable?’ To 
this question I have now added the briefest of discussions as to the way in 
which one might usefully divide up the question, by asking it in regard to 
the areas of justice, science, technology, culture, economics and politics. 
What is now needed is both further theoretical reflection and empirical case 
studies, limited ‘local’ inquiries, which can then return us to our theories 
in a more informed fashion. This is the challenge to social scientists and 
philosophers alike, as we all face what has become a fundamental question 
of our times. 
Mazlish: The Global and the Local 109 
Downloaded from http://csi.sagepub.com at WASEDA UNIV on October 6, 2009 

Notes 
1 It is significant that Robertson credits the Japanese for the first introduction of 
this term, and then urges us to ‘transcend the discourse of “localism-globalism” ’. 
2 I am in debt to Tadashi Yamamoto for alerting me to this example. 
3 See, for example, my Introduction to Mazlish and Buultjens (1993). 
4 Cf. on these matters Mazlish (1993). 
5 Quoted in Lász´lo Kontler (n.d.), ‘Savages Noble and Ignoble. Civilisation and 
Race in George Forster’s ‘Voyage Round the World’ (1777), ms., 1. 
6 Even with the end of formal slavery and segregation, the issue is still very much 
alive, as evinced in the Oklahoma City bombing in 1996 by Timothy McVeigh. 
He is believed to have had ties to the Arizona Patriots and similar groups, who, 
we are told, ‘strenuously reject any form of government above the county level 
and specifically oppose federal and state income taxes, the existence of the Federal 
Reserve system and the supremacy of the federal judiciary over local courts’ 
(Hoffman, 1998: 110). The overlap in the USA of some of these attitudes to those 
encouraged by, for example, the Reagan administration is patent, showing not 
only that the local is alive and ‘well’ but widespread. 
7 A model study in this regard, though for an earlier period and a more restricted 
subject, is Haskell (1985). 
8 Rosenfeld’s (2002) ‘Citizens of Nowhere in Particular’ is an excellent article in 
which to pursue some of the themes raised here about cosmopolitanism. 
9 See Maiken Umbach’s review of Abigail Green’s (2001) Fatherlands (Umbach, 
2003). As can readily be seen, there is something of a cottage industry in regard 
to this subject. 
10 As can be seen, I do not accept this statement as the final word on the subject. 
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How Things Are Remade Georgian: Glocalization and the 

Assertion of “National” among Georgian Youth 

 

Lia Tsuladze 

 

 
Abstract. The paper discusses the ways bifocality (in terms of both 

the local/global and the traditional/modern) is perceived and enacted by 

contemporary Georgian youth. 

Stating that at the present time in Georgia retraditionalization in 

sense of reviving “national spirit” is embedded in social and political 

discourses, consequently, reflected in youths’ narratives, it is demonstrated 

how, in Georgian youths’ understanding, this revival should be undertaken in 

a modernized way so that “reworked traditional themes provide the basis for 

innovative and adaptive responses to outside influences” (Blum, 2007). 

Different types of youth narratives such as “cultural stories” and “collective 

stories” (Richardson in Miller & Glassner, 2004) are presented to reveal this 

complex interrelation between the traditional and the modern within 

Georgian youth culture. 

Furthermore, likewise complex interrelation between the 

local/global and the eastern/western in Georgian youth culture is discussed. It 

is demonstrated how the perception of Georgia as a “bridge” between Europe 

and Asia both problematizes the notion of local and provides a vast 

opportunity for localization and the assertion of “national.” Accentuating 

“national” represents not only the means of retaining “cultural intimacy” 

(Herzfeld, 2005) in the modern globalized world, but also the main strategy 

for Georgian youth to resist both the powerful neighbour and certain 

westernization trends, especially the western concept of freedom. In addition, 

it is presented how two distinct types of youth argot, namely, the “Russian-

Georgian” and the “English-Georgian” ones, can serve different purposes of 

national resistance and international integration. Finally, the attempt to both 

accept and eschew westernization is discussed and it is illustrated how 

Georgian young people resolve this issue through remaking global, especially 

western cultural objects Georgian. 

 

 

Key Words: Georgia, youth culture, national, traditional, modern, local, 
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***** 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Globalisation has to be understood as a dialectical 

phenomenon, in which events at one pole of a distanciated 

relation often produce divergent or even contrary occurrences 

at another. The dialectic of the local and global is a basic 

emphasis... 1   

 

In this paper I deal with the essential question of how societies 

manage globalization simultaneously maintaining their national identity. I 

look at how national identity is articulated based on not only traditional 

elements but also those global cultural objects that are innovatively applied 

by local people. I try to trace “the dialectic of the local and global” and to 

show its impact on re-creation of cultural identities. Particularly, based on the 

example of Georgian society, I attempt to demonstrate how bifocality (in 

terms of both the local/global and the traditional/modern) is perceived and 

enacted by contemporary Georgian youth. 

It is a widespread assumption that  

 

these days patterns and configurations are no longer ‘given’, 

let alone ‘self-evident’; there are just too many of them... And 

they have changed their nature and have been accordingly 

reclassified: as items in the inventory of individual tasks.2 

 

Indeed, nowadays too many global flows or configurations are 

encountered by even a relatively closed society being usually “reclassified” 

or reworked by each local context. Through the process of reclassification 

based on local actors’ creative approaches, these flows or configurations gain 

novel meanings and become the objects of culture-specific manipulations. 

How are these culture-specific manipulations that is the process of cultural 

re-creation undertaken and how does it serve the assertion of “national”?  

 

2. Dual Aspiration toward the Traditional-Local and Modern-Global   

 

Social scientists identify different responses to globalization such as 

absorption, rejection, and assertion.3 Our emphasis is put on the strategy of 

assertion as it implies “articulating a coherent national identity” based on 

both the traditional-local and modern-global cultural patterns as a means of 

both emphasizing the “national” and fostering international integration.4  

No doubt, not all the assertions of “national” represent a strategic 

response to globalization.5 However, in the countries that are largely the 
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recipients of globalization, including Georgia, the assertion of “national” is 

presumably encouraged by the need to cope with global trends, adapting 

those elements that are considered concurrent to local cultural traditions and 

abandoning those that are perceived as harmful to them. Thus, “assertion 

works to consolidate customary practice in the face of new, dislocating 

practices, and thereby assists in the balancing act of becoming modern 

without sacrificing” culture-specific traditional6 that reveals a very complex 

interrelation between the traditional and modern as well as the local and 

global in contemporary societies.     

At this point I’d like to switch to my research on youth culture in 

modern Georgia, in which I attempt to find out how youth identities are 

constructed through bricolage manipulating the modern and traditional as 

well as the global and local cultural elements. Attempting to bring closer “the 

world of engaged scholarship and the world of everyday life”,7 I have 

involved my students as co-researchers in the study aiming to analyze youth 

culture seen from the perspective of youth themselves, as these co-

researchers represent the same age group involved in similar cultural 

practices as the target group. Thus, the ultimate findings come from the 

comparison between the interpretations by my students and me, and the 

secondary interpretation by me as a means of gaining a “thick description”. 8 

Such an approach has proved to be especially revealing in identifying 

research subjects’ different kinds of narratives, namely, “cultural stories” - 

“told from the point of view of the ruling interests and the normative order” 

and “collective stories” - told from the perspective of those “who are silenced 

or marginalized in the cultural story”.9 In our case, these two distinct 

narratives have illustrated the research subjects’ aspirations toward both 

tradition (told to me from the perspective of “cultural story”) and modernity 

(told to their peers/my co-researchers from the perspective of “collective 

story”), and revealed how this dual aspiration can serve as a strategy to assert 

the “national” simultaneously fostering international integration. 

I should emphasize that such a dual aspiration toward the 

traditional-local and modern-global is not a specific feature of the non-

western societies immersed in westernization, but also the western societies 

spreading fashionable cultural trends themselves. Tim Edensor discusses it on 

the example of Britain and even illustrates how “the Union Jack (the British 

flag) has become both traditional and fashionable, spanning contrary desires 

to keep things the same and transcend tradition”.10 Such an attempt to achieve 

the “changing same” 11 is one of the main characteristic features of Georgian 

youth culture as well: They aspire to maintain the “same” in sense of 

preserving those traditional cultural features that distinguish Georgian culture 

from others such as Georgian polyphony, Georgian folk songs and dances, 

Georgian table traditions, and even “Georgian relations” mostly implying 

emotional interdependency and support among in-group members, at the 
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same time achieving the changes through more “modern” representations of 

Georgianness that is via adapting the old system of toast-making,12 listening 

to modernized versions of Georgian folk music,13 and even inventing a 

modernized version of traditional “Georgian relations”. The latter is quite 

complex as it supposes retaining the traditional system of youngsters’ 

subordination to elders while gaining a considerable amount of freedom from 

them, and even a more complex aspiration to become freer in the sphere of 

sexual relations while retaining the traditional religious-normative perception 

of Georgian woman as rather desexualized.  

These ideas have been clearly reflected in the youths’ narratives, 

which demonstrate that Georgian youngsters feel pretty comfortable getting 

both emotional and material support from their parents.14 However, 

paradoxically, the same young people express their desire to be materially 

and emotionally independent from elders and to gain more freedom of choice 

and action.15 Thus, the young people face the dilemma to choose between the 

safety provided by material and emotional dependency and the uncertainty 

caused by independent decisions, and although they acknowledge that being 

modern has largely to do with the freedom of choice, they still appreciate the 

tradition of reciprocal emotional and material dependency, which is 

beneficial to both younger and older generations. Thus, this dual aspiration 

toward interdependency/independence, avoidance of uncertainty/freedom of 

choice, and ultimately, the traditional/modern coexists among Georgian 

youth and is usually assessed by them as “the Georgian way of doing things” 

(Davit, 19). 

This complex interrelation between the traditional and modern is 

further complicated while dealing with the sphere of sexual relations. Here 

the young people both idealize the traditional perception of Georgian woman 

as modest, reserved, and distant from being an object of physical desire, and 

look up to the modern western perception of woman as rather free in her 

sexual relations. It was evident in the young people’s discourses on Georgian 

women as always being the source of spiritual insight for the poets, for whom 

“the farther you are, the more inspiration I get” (Galaktioni, 1908), 

simultaneously stating that the time for Georgian woman to “humbly wait for 

her prince on a white horse” has passed away (Eka, 21), and that Georgian 

society should adopt the western style of relations, where young people 

cohabit before marriage and their parents are not able to interrupt in their 

private life.  

It is noteworthy that one could trace these ideas in the young 

people’s narratives to both the co-researchers (who represent the age group of 

18-21) and the researcher (me); however, while in the “collective stories” 

meant for their peers (my co-researchers) they openly claimed the desire to 

freely decide on their future life and to gain sexual experience before 

marriage, in the “cultural stories” meant for the researcher (me) they 
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attempted to manipulate the normative perceptions of the society and 

apparently applied the strategy of “deducing modern values from traditional 

ones”,16 stressing that although traditionally in Georgia youngsters were 

subordinate to elders, there were lots of examples in the history of Georgia 

when the most famous kings, making the most essential decisions for the 

future development of the country, started to reign at the age of 16 or even 

earlier; and that although Georgian women were traditionally considered 

quite modest, they have always been revealing their culturally approved 

dominance both within and outside families.17  

Presumably, the youth narratives reflect the dominant sociopolitical 

discourses of the country as the latter most vividly demonstrate the desire to 

accomplish modernization of the traditional, including the attempt to 

harmonize the traditional religious worldview with the modern secular 

perceptions, as well as considering natural the traditional system of nepotism 

and particularistic vision, while continuously stating that Georgia is a part of 

Europe, loading this statement with the positive connotation of being 

civilized and modern.  

 

3. The Youth Argot - National Resistance or International Integration? 

 

One more area that is heavily influenced by the dominant 
sociopolitical discourses is Georgian youth argot, which represents a 

wonderful example of how different kinds of slang can be used as a means of 

national resistance or international integration. If we assume that “the state is 

(...) responsible for enforcing and prioritising specific forms of conduct, of 

inducing particular kinds of learning experiences” and discourses,18 then we 

can clearly identify the traces of such an enforcement in the youth discourses 

and see how their expressions of mock or insult can be used as a means of 

national resistance or how their attempts to sound “cool” or up-to-date can be 

considered as a strategy to claim one’s involvement in the global processes.  

Through providing me with lots of examples of the youth argot and 

interpreting the meaning of the phrases applied by their peers, my co-

researchers have fostered the following finding: It has turned out that when 

the young people intend to insult someone or mock his/her provincialism, 

they usually apply the “Russian-Georgian slang” that is actually Russian 

words transformed into Georgian, resulting in a strange hybrid of these two 

languages.19 While trying to sound “modern” or “cool” Georgian youth 

mainly use the “English-Georgian slang”.20 It is evident that the political 

climate of the country and Georgia’s attitude to the hegemonic states is 

reflected in the youth argot; therefore, it should not sound surprising at a time 

when Russia is considered to be Georgia’s major enemy, while the US is seen 

as Georgia’s major protector, to say nothing about the fact that English itself 

is the language of globalization. 
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4. Retraditionalization and Glocalization as the Means of Asserting 

“National” 

 

Once again returning to the complex processes of 

retraditionalization (or the modernized representations of the traditional) and 

glocalization, one would primarily ask what purposes they serve, and the 

most probable response would be that in the Georgian reality they represent 

the means of asserting “national” or, to quote my respondents, “the Georgian 

way of doing things”. Why should there be such an acute need for the 

assertion of “national” today, when identity is believed to be nationally 

deterritorialized, and how authentic is the passion for “national”? As Manuel 

Castells observes, cultural nationalism is largely a defensive reaction against 

globalization.21 Our respondents’ words do demonstrate that accentuating the 

“national” is their main strategy to retain “cultural intimacy”22 in the modern 

globalized world. And it seems especially vital in the conditions of 

overwhelming cultural flows, when the boundaries of national and ethnic 

seem to become blurred and fragile causing quite complex identity issues as 

 

the ‘ethnicity’, unlike any other foundation of human unity, 

has the advantage of ‘naturalizing history’, of presenting the 

cultural as ‘a fact of nature’… [Therefore] the choice is not 

between different referents of belonging, but between 

belonging and rootlessness, home and homelessness, being 

and nothingness.23  

 

No doubt, facing such a hard choice would evoke a strong desire to 

protect one’s cultural “being” or “belonging” against “nothingness” and “to 

limit, or otherwise manage, the identity effects of foreign influences 

introduced by absorption”. 24   

The assertion of “national” as a means of preserving “cultural 

intimacy” would probably be a common feature of most of the globalizing 

societies, but what makes it culture-specific in the Georgian context is a dual 

strategy to use it for resisting both the powerful northern neighbour and 

certain westernization trends.  

 

In the current conditions, we should be especially sober to 

protect our deeply cultural from the outside attempts to 

demolish it. At the moment, I am talking about both cultural 

and physical survival... Historically, our northern neighbour 

was doing it in a very crafty way under the mask of being of 

the same religious faith and driven by the same humanistic 

values. As it didn’t work, the former strategy has been 
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reworked and now we are attacked in an extremely aggressive 

way!25 

 

Thus, here is a call for national resistance as a response to both a 

cunning strategy and “an extremely aggressive” attack considered dangerous 

for both cultural and physical survival. “In this sense national-traditional 

assertion represents a cultural ‘counterattack’.”26  

But it is not the only danger Georgian youngsters try to avoid. 

Another one comes from westernization and the trend that is closely 

associated to it by Georgian youth. Their main concern relates to the western 

concept of freedom, which, in their opinion, is absorbed by the local 

environment in “an extremely distorted way” (Keti, 18) and perceived by 

their peers as “unrestraint”.27 

My co-researchers provided wonderful reflections on this issue. 

They openly confessed that despite attributing it to others, their in-group and 

they themselves superficially imitated to western practices. However, their 

main concern was not the fact of “distortion” but of imitation itself:  

 

The epoch of imitating to others and being either pro-Russian 

or pro-American or something else hasn’t yet ended in 

Georgia and the epoch of being pro-Georgian hasn’t started by 

now... America can teach us how to create democracy but not 

culture. And we should take as examples only those principles 

of democracy that are concurrent to the Georgian culture and 

reality.28  

 

And although the young people recognized that it was not only 

impossible but also irrational to remain uninvolved in the conditions of 

ongoing globalization, they emphasized that for such small and powerless 

countries as Georgia it was absolutely vital to retain their “national spirit” 

though in a retraditionalized way so that the “changing same” could be 

achieved and “reworked traditional themes provide the basis for innovative 

and adaptive responses to outside influences”. 29  

How can this goal be achieved? Through remaking things Georgian! 

The fact that Georgia has traditionally been considered as a “bridge” between 

Europe and Asia seems to problematize the perception of local 

simultaneously providing a vast opportunity for localization and the assertion 

of “national”. The young people state that Georgian culture, including the 

youth one, is hard to be classified as it combines the elements of both eastern 

and western cultures, at the same time remaining “purely Georgian” (Mary, 

20). They claim that “no one could absorb and localize European culture so 

as it has been done in Georgia. Consequently, Georgian youth culture has 

formed as an amorphous mixture of different consisting parts that have been 
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remade Georgian” (Tina, 19). Taking into consideration the young people’s 

ideas, it is hard not to agree to Tim Edensor’s words that  

 

as global cultural flows become more extensive, they facilitate 

the expansion of national identities and also provide cultural 

resources which can be domesticated, enfolded within popular 

and everyday national cultures. 30  

 

However, based on the fact that nowadays dominant cultural flows 

come mostly from the west, Georgian youth is especially concerned with 

westernization and its possible outcomes revealing a dual attempt to both 

accept and eschew it. And their bricolage or “the Georgian way of doing 

things” is most obviously reflected in this dual aspiration as Georgian youth 

“improvise local performances from (re)collected pasts, drawing on foreign 

media, symbols and languages”31 and these improvisations take place in the 

local context encouraging the assertion of “national”.   

Finally, I would like to underline another dual aspiration closely 

related to the spectacular aspects of the assertion of “national”, which can be 

considered as specific to Georgian culture, including the youth one, and has 

been traced in the youths’ narratives as well. I emphasize the spectacular as 

this aspiration represents Georgians’ attempt to impress foreigners/outsiders 

by overtly performing the national (through socio-political discourses, toast-

making, frequent references to the history of Georgia, etc.), while the same 

performances, shared and welcome by Georgians on the “front region” are 

given a negative connotation of showing off on the domestic “back region”.32 

Thus, for Georgians, especially the youth, performing the “national” is one of 

the main aspects of its assertion; however, they believe it should not be too 

spectacular not to lose authenticity and should represent the cultural 

outcomes of both retraditionalization and glocalization. 

 

 

Notes 
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those essential cultural traits that Others lack, therefore, providing a special 

basis for cultural pride and love, clearly exemplified by “the cultural products 

of nationalism - poetry, prose fiction, music, plastic arts” that create the 

feeling of “unisonance” (2006, pp. 141-145). 
6 D Blum, op cit, p.29. 
7 K Narayan, ‘How Native is a “Native” Anthropologist?’, American 

Anthropologist, vol. 95 (3), 1993, pp. 671-686. 
8 C Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, Basic Books, New York, 2000.  
9 J Miller and B Glassner, ‘The ‘Inside’ and the ‘Outside’- Finding Realities in 

Interviews’ in Qualitative Research: Theory, Method and Practice (2nd ed), D 

Silverman (ed), Sage Publications, London, 2004, p.130. 
10 T Edensor, National Identity, Popular Culture and Everyday Life, Berg, 

Oxford and New York, 2002, p.26. 
11 P Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double-Consciousness, Verso, 

London, 1994. 
12 It is shortened and more focused on up-to-date issues. 
13 Based on the interviews with young people, “Shin” creating modernized 

versions of Georgian folk songs and “Assa-Party” performing Georgian folk 

dances in a modernized way, are recognized as the most popular Georgian 

performers. 
14 “What I like about our culture is our tradition to... be emotionally close to 

your family. Being a youngster in our society, you feel safe knowing that 

your parents will always support you both emotionally and materially. On the 

other hand, you never fear to become older knowing that your children will 

never leave you without attention and support, and you will never spend your 

last days in solitude in a shelter for elders” (Keti, 19). 
15 “All of us aspire to become more modern though still retaining all those 

traditional things... I mean that we need to get free, need to independently 

decide on the future career, future spouse, future life... It seems there is 

certain freedom but it still implies dependency on others. This is the Georgian 

reality” (Mary, 20). 
16 C Camilleri, and H Malewska-Peyre, ‘Socialization and Identity Strategies’, 

Handbook of Cross-Cultural Psychology (2nd ed), Vol. 2. J W Berry, Y H 

Poortinga and J Pandey (eds), Allyn and Bacon , Boston, 1997, p. 58. 
17According to some Georgian scholars such as K. Kapaneli, the key to the 

nature of Georgian woman should be found in the myth about the Argonauts, 

namely, in Medea’s face. To him the Georgian woman’s character resembles 

that of the amazons and is quite distant from Penelope considered by him as 

the western cultural ideal of a family woman (1995). 
18 T Edensor, op cit, p.20. 
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19 There are plenty of such hybrids popular with Georgian youth such as “nu 

blataob” (meaning “don’t try to be self-important”) derived from the Russian 

word “blatnoi” (self-important), “ra rojaa” (making fun of someone) derived 

from the Russian phrase “nu i roja” (meaning “what a [horrible] face!”), 

“magari prativnia” (meaning “someone is disgusting”) derived from the 

Russian word “protivnii” (disgusting, terrible), “rija bazaria” (meaning “it’s a 

futile talk” or “it’s a lie”) derived from the Russian word “rijii” (the colour of 

fire) and “bazar” (originally meaning a “market” but adopted by the slang as 

a “talk”), etc. 
20 Well evidenced by such expressions as “magari coolia” (meaning “how 

cool!”), “es musika laitia” (meaning “this music is light”), “damimesije” 

(meaning “send me a message”), “promousheni gauketes” (meaning “he/she 

was promoted”), etc.  
21 M Castells, The Power of Identity (2nd ed), Wiley-Blackwell, Malden and 

Oxford, 2010, p. 69.   
22 M Herzfeld, Cultural Intimacy: Social Poetics in the Nation-State (2nd ed), 

Routledge, New York, 2005. 
23 Z Bauman, op cit, pp. 172-173. 
24 D Blum, op cit, p 30. 
25 Giorgi, 18.  
26 D Blum, op cit, p 29. 
27 “Despite the fact that they want to be free, they don’t understand what this 

freedom means... It is probably caused by our mentality. The line between 

freedom and unrestraint is erased” (Salome, 20). 
28 Anano, 19.  
29 D Blum, op cit, p. 27.  
30 T Edensor, op cit, p. 29.  
31 J Clifford, The Predicament of Culture, Harvard University Press, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1988. p.15.  
32 E Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Doubleday, New 

York, 1959. 
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