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The Concept(s) of Culture

WILLIAM H. SEWELL, JR.

The aim of this chapter is to reflect upon the concept— or more prop-
erly the concepts—of culture in contemporary academic discourse.
Trying to clarify what we mean by culture seems both imperative
and impossible at a moment like the present, when the study of cul-
ture is burgeoning in virtually all fields of the human sciences. Al-
though I glance at the varying uses of “culture” in a number of disci-
plines, my reflection is based above all on the extensive debates that
have occurred in anthropology over the past two decades—debates
in which some have questioned the very utility of the concept.! | feel
strongly that it remains as useful, indeed essential, as ever, But given
the cacophony of contemporary discourse about culture, I also be-
lieve that the concept needs some reworking and clarification.

The current volatility of the concept of culture sharply contrasts
with the situation in the early 1970s, when I first got interested in a
cultural approach to social history. At that time it was clear that
if you wanted to learn about culture, you turned to the anthropol-
ogists. And while they by no means spoke in a single voice, they
shared a widespread consensus both about the meaning of culture
and about its centrality to the anthropological enterprise. I began
borrowing the methods and insights of cultural anthropology as a
means of learning more about nineteenth-century French workers.
Cultural analysis, I hoped, would enable me to understand the
meaning of workers’ practices that I had been unable to get at by us-
ing quantitative and positivist methods—my standard tool kit as a
practitioner of what was then called “the new social history.”2 I ex-
perienced the encounter with cultural anthropology as a turn from
a hardheaded, utilitarian, and empiricist materialism—which had
both liberal and marxisant faces—to a wider appreciation of the
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36 William H. Sewell, Jr.

range of human possibilities, both in the past and in the present,
Convinced that there was more to life than the relentless pursuit of
wealth, status, and power, I felt that cultural anthropology could
show us how to get at that “more.”3

Anthropology at the time had a virtual monopoly on the concept
of culture. In political science and sociology, culture was associated
with the by then utterly sclerotic Parsonian theoretical synthesis. The
embryonic “cultural studies” movement was still confined to a single
research center in Birmingham. And literary studies were still fixated
on canonical literary texts—although the methods of studying them
were being revolutionized by the importation of “French” struc-
turalist and poststructuralist theory. Moreover, the mid-1960s to the
mid-1970s marked the glory years of American cultural anthropol-
ogy, which may be said to have reached its apotheosis with the pub-
lication of Clifford Geertz’s phenomenally influential Interpretation of
Cultures in 1973.4 Not only did anthropology have no serious rivals
in the study of culture, but the creativity and prestige of cultural an-
thropology were at a very high point.

During the 1980s and 1990s, the intellectual ecology of the study
of culture has been transformed by a vast expansion of work on cul-
ture—indeed, a kind of academic culture mania has set in. The new
interest in culture has swept over a wide range of academic disci-
plines and specialties. The history of this advance differs in timing
and content in each field, but the cumulative effects are undeniable.
In literary studies, which were already being transformed by French
theory in the 1970s, the 1980s marked a turn to a vastly wider range
of texts, quasi-texts, paratexts, and text analogs. If, as Derrida de-
clared, nothing is extratextual (“il n'y a pas de hors-texte”), literary
critics could direct their theory-driven gaze upon semiotic products
of all kinds—legal documents, political tracts, soap operas, histo-
ries, talk shows, popular romances—and seek out their intertex-
tualities.® Consequently, as such “new historicist” critics as Stephen
Greenblatt and Louis Montrose recognize, literary study is increas-
ingly becoming the study of cultures.s In history the early and rather
self-conscious borrowing from anthropology has been followed by a
theoretically heterogeneous rush to the study of culture, one mod-
eled as much on literary studies or the work of Michel Foucault as on
anthropology. As a consequence, the self-confident “new social his-
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tory” of the 1960s and 1970s was succeeded by an equally self-
confident “new cultural history” in the 1980s.7

In the late 1970s, an emerging “sociology of culture” began by
applying standard sociological methods to studies of the production
and marketing of cultural artifacts—music, art, drama, and litera-
ture. By the late 1980s, the work of cultural sociologists had broken
out of the study of culture-producing institutions and moved toward
studying the place of meaning in social life more generally. Femi-
nism, which in the 1970s was concerned above all ‘to document
women'’s experiences, has increasingly turned to analyzing the dis-
cursive production of gender difference. Since the mid-1980s the
new quasi-discipline of cultural studies has grown explosively in
a variety of different academic niches—for example, in programs or
departments of film studies, literature, performance studies, or com-
munications. In political science, which is well known for its pro-
pensity to chase headlines, interest in cultural questions has been
revived by the recent prominence of religious fundamentalism, na-
tionalism, and ethnicity, which look like the most potent sources of
political conflict in the contemporary world. This frenetic rush to the
study of culture has everywhere been bathed, to a greater or lesser
extent, in the pervasive transdisciplinary influence of the French
poststructuralist trinity of Lacan, Derrida, and Foucault.

It is paradoxical that as discourse about culture becomes ever
more pervasive and multifarious, anthropology, the discipline that
invented the concept—or at least shaped it into something like its
present form—is somewhat ambivalently backing away from its
long-standing identification with culture as its keyword and central
symbol. For the past decade and a half, anthropology has been rent
by a particularly severe identity crisis, which has been manifested in
anxiety about the discipline’s epistemology, rhetoric, methodological
procedures, and political implications.? The reasons for the crisis are
many—liberal and radical guilt about anthropology’s association
with Euro-American colonialism, the disappearance of the suppos-
edly “untouched” or “primitive” peoples who were the favored sub-
jects for classic ethnographies, the rise of “native” ethnographers
who contest the right of European and American scholars to tell the
“truth” about their people, and the general loss of confidence in the
possibility of objectivity that has attended poststructuralism and
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postmodernism. As anthropology’s most central and distinctive con-
cept, “culture” has become a suspect term among critical anthropol-
ogists—who claim that both in academia and in public discourse,
talk about culture tends to essentialize, exoticize, and stereotype
those whose ways of life are being described and to naturalize their
differences from white middle-class Euro-Americans. If Geertz’s
phrase “The Interpretation of Cultures” was the watchword of an-
thropology in the 1970s, Lila Abu-Lughod’s “Writing against Cul-
ture” more nearly sums up the mood of the late 1980s and the 1990s.?

As John Brightman points out in his superb commentary on the
recent disputes about culture in anthropology, the anthropological
critics of the 1980s and 19g90s have exhibited widespread “lexical
avoidance behavior,” either placing the term “culture” in quotation
marks when it is used, refusing to use “culture” as a noun while con-
tinuing to use it as an adjective (as in “cultural anthropology”), or re-
placing it with alternative lexemes such as “habitus,” “hegemony,”
or “discourse.”'® This emerging anthropological tabu seems to me
mistaken on two counts. First, it is based on the implicit assumption
that anthropology “owns” the lexeme and that it is therefore respon-
sible for any abuses that might be perpetrated by others employing
the term. Second, it assumes that anthropological abstention from
the use of the lexeme will magjcally abolish such abuses. The truthis
that the term has escaped all possibility of control by anthropolo-
gists: whatever lexical practices the anthropologists may adopt, talk
about culture will continue to thrive—in both abusive and accept-
able ways—in a wide range of other academic disciplines and in or-
dinary language as well. Moreover, as Brightman again points out,
even the critical anthropologists find it impossible to give up the corn-
cept of culture, as opposed to the lexeme. James Clifford’s lament that
“culture is a deeply compromised concept that I cannot yet do with-
out” seems emblematic of the unresolved ambivalence: the concept
is compromised and he hopes in the future to do without it, but be-
cause it continues to perform valuable intellectual work the fateful
act of renunciation is indefinitely deferred.!* If, as I believe, Clifford
is right that we cannot do without a concept of culture, I think we
should try to shape it into one we can work with. We need to mod-

ify, rearticulate, and revivify the concept, retaining and reshaping
what is useful and discarding what is not.
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WHAT DO WE MEAN BY CULTURE?

Writing in 1983, Raymond Williams declared that “culture is one of
the two or three most complicated words in the English language.”
Its complexity has surely not decreased since then. I have neither the
competence nor the inclination to trace out the full range of mean-
ings of “culture” in contemporary academic discourse. But some at-
tempt to sort out the different usages of the word seems essential,
and it must begin by distinguishing two fundamentally different
meanings of the term.

In one meaning, culture is a theoretically defined category or as-
pect of social life that must be abstracted out from the complex real-
ity of human existence. Culture in this sense is always contrasted to
some other equally abstract aspect or category of social life that is not
culture, such as economy, politics, or biology. To designate some-
thing as culture or as cultural is to claim it for a particular academic
discipline or subdiscipline—for example, anthropology or cultural
sociology—or for a particular style or styles of analysis—for ex-
ample, structuralism, ethno-science, componential analysis, decon-
struction, or hermeneutics. Culture in this sense—as an abstract ana-
lytical category—only takes the singular. Whenever we speak of
“cultures,” we have moved to the second fundamental meaning.

In that second meaning, culture stands for a concrete and
bounded world of beliefs and practices. Culture in this sense is com-
monly assumed to belong to or to be isomorphic with a “society” or
with some clearly identifiable subsocietal group. We may speak of
“ American culture” or “Samoan culture,” or of “middle-class cul-
ture” or “ghetto culture.” ' The contrast in this usage is not between
culture and not-culture but between one culture and another—be-
tween American, Samoan, French, and Bororo cultures, or between
middle-class and upper-class cultures, or between ghetto and main-
stream cultures.

This distinction between culture as theoretical category and cul-
ture as concrete and bounded body of beliefs and practices is, as far
as I can discern, seldom made. Yet it seems to me crucial for thinking
clearly about cultural theory. It should be clear, for example, that
Ruth Benedict’s concept of cultures as sharply distinct and highly
integrated refers to culture in the second sense, while Claude Lévi-
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Strauss’s notion that cultural meaning is structured by systems of op-
positions is a claim about culture in the first sense. Hence their theo-
ries of “culture” are, strictly speaking, incommensurate: they refer to
different conceptual universes. Failure to recognize this distinction
between two fundamentally different meanings of the term has real
consequences for contemporary cultural theory; some of the im-
Ppasses of theoretical discourse in contemporary anthropology are at-
tributable precisely to an unrecognized elision of the two. Thus, a
dissatisfaction with “Benedictine” ethnographies that present cul-
tures as uniformly well-bounded and coherent has led to what seem
to me rather confused attacks on “the culture concept” in general—
attacks that fail to distinguish Benedictine claims about the tight in-
tegration of cultures from Lévi-Straussian claims about the semiotic
coherence of culture as a system of meanings.# Conversely, anthro-
pologists who defend the culture concept also tend to conflate the
two meanings, regarding claims that cultures are rent with fissures
or that their boundaries are porous as implying an abandonment of
the concept of culture altogether.

Here, I will be concerned primarily with culture in the first
sense—culture as a category of social life. One must have a clear con-
ception of culture at this abstract level in order to deal with the more
concrete theoretical question of how cultural differences are pat-
terned and bounded in space and time. Once I have sketched out my
own ideas about what an adequate abstract theory of culture might
look like, I will return to the question of culture as a bounded uni-

verse of beliefs and practices—to the question of cultures in the
Benedictine sense.

CULTURE AS A CATEGORY OF SOCIAL LIFE

Culture as a category of social life has itself been conceptualized in a
number of different ways. Let me begin by specifying some of these
different conceptualizations, moving from those I do not find espe-
cially useful to those I find more adequate.

Culture as learned behavior, Culture in this sense is the whole body
of practices, beliefs, institutions, customs, habits, myths, and so on
built up by humans and passed on from generation to generation. In
this usage, culture is contrasted to nature: its possession is what dis-
tinguishes us from other animals, When anthropologists were strug-
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gling to establish that differences between societies were not based
on biological differences between their populations—that is, on
race—a definition of culture as learned behavior made sense. But
now that racial arguments have virtually disappeared from anthro-
pological discourse, a concept of culture so broad as this seems im-~
possibly vague; it provides no particular angle or analytical purchase
on the study of social life.

A narrower and consequently more useful conceptualization of
culture emerged in anthropology during the second quarter of the
twentieth century and has been dominant in the social sciences gen-
erally since World War IL It defines culture not as all learned behav-
jor but as that category or aspect of learned behavior that is con-
cerned with meaning. But the concept of culture-as-meaning is in fact
a family of related concepts; meaning may be used to specify a cul-
tural realm or sphere in at least four distinct ways, each of which is
defined in contrast to somewhat differently conceptualized noncul-
tural realms or spheres.

Culture as an institutional sphere devoted to the making of meaning.
This conception of culture is based on the assumption that social
formations are composed of clusters of institutions devoted to spe-
cialized activities. These clusters can be assigned to variously de-
fined institutional spheres—most conventionally, spheres of poli-
tics, economy, society, and culture. Culture is the sphere devoted
specifically to the production, circulation, and use of meanings. The
cultural sphere may in turn be broken down into the subspheres of
which it is composed: say, of art, music, theater, fashion, literature,
religion, media, and education. The study of culture, if culture is
defined in this way, is the study of the activities that take place within
these institutionally defined spheres and of the meanings produced
in them.

This conception of culture is particularly prominent in the dis-
courses of sociology and cultural studies, but it is rarely used in an-
thropology. Its roots probably reach back to the strongly evaluative
conception of culture as a sphere of “high” or “uplifting” artisticand
intellectual activity, a meaning that Raymond Williams tells us came
into prominence in the nineteenth century.’® But in contemporary
academic discourse, this usage normally lacks such evaluative and
hierarchizing implications. The dominant style of work in American
sociology of culture has been demystifying: its typical approach has
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been to uncover the largely self-aggrandizing, class-interested, ma-
nipulative, or professionalizing institutional dynamics that under-
gird prestigious museums, artistic styles, symphony orchestras, or
philosophical schools. And cultural studies, which has taken as its
particular mission the appreciation of cultural forms disdained by
the spokesmen of high culture—rock music, street fashion, cross-
dressing, shopping malls, Disneyland, soap operas—employs this
same basic definition of culture. It merely trains its analytical atten-
tion on spheres of meaning production ignored by previous analysts
and regarded as debased by elite tastemakers.

The problem with such a concept of culture is that it focuses only
on a certain range of meanings, produced in a certain range of insti-
tutional locations—on self-consciously “cultural” institutions and
on expressive, artistic, and literary systems of meanings. This use of
the concept is to some extent complicit with the widespread notion
that meanings are of minimal importance in the other “noncultural”
institutional spheres: that in political or economic spheres, meanings
are merely superstructural excrescences. And since institutions in
political and economic spheres control the great bulk of society’s re-
sources, viewing culture as a distinct sphere of activity may in the
end simply confirm the widespread presupposition in the “harder”
social sciences that culture is merely froth on the tides of society. The
rise of a cultural sociology that limited itself to studying “cultural”
institutions effected a partition of subject matter that was very un-
favorable to the cultural sociologists. Indeed, only the supercession
of this restrictive concept of culture has made possible the explosive
growth of the subfield of cultural sociology in the past decade.

Culture as creativity or agency. This usage of culture has grown up
particularly in traditions that posit a powerful “material” determin-
ism-—most notably Marxism and American sociology. Over the past
three decades or so, scholars working within these traditions have
carved out a conception of culture as a realm of creativity that es-
capes from the otherwise pervasive determination of social action by
economic or social structures. In the Marxist tradition, it was proba-
bly E. P. Thompson's Making of the English Working Class that first con-
ceptualized culture as a realm of agency, and it is particularly En-
glish Marxists—for example, Paul Willis in Learning to Labor—who
have elaborated this conception.! But the defining opposition on
which this concept of culture rests—culture versus structure—has
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also become pervasive in the vernacular of American sociology. One
clear sign that American anthropologists and sociologists have dif-
ferent conceptions of culture is that the opposition between culture
and structure—an unquestioned commonplace in contemporary so-
ciological discourse—is nonsensical in anthropology.

In my opinion, identifying culture with agency and contrasting it
with structure merely perpetuates the same determinist materialism
that “culturalist” Marxists were reacting against in the first place. It
exaggerates both the implacability of socioeconomic determinations
and the free play of symbolic action. Both socioeconomic and cul-
tural processes are blends of structure and agency. Cultural action—
say, performing practical jokes or writing poems—is necessarily
constrained by cultural structures, such as existing linguistic, visual,
or ludic conventions. And economic action—such as the manufac-
ture or repair of automobiles—is impossible without the exercise of
creativity and agency. The particulars of the relationship between
structure and agency may differ in cultural and economic processes,
but assigning either the economic or the cultural exclusively to struc-
ture or to agency is a serious category error.

This brings us to the two concepts of culture that I regard as most
fruitful and that I see as currently struggling for dominance: the con-
cept of culture as a system of symbols and meanings, which was
hegemonic in the 1960s and 1970s, and the concept of culture as prac-
tice, which has become increasingly prominent in the 1980s and
1990s.

Culture as a system of symbols and meanings. This has been the domi-

nant concept of culture in American anthropology since the 1960s. It -

was made famous above all by Clifford Geertz, who used the term
“cultural system” in the titles of some of his most notable essays.!”
The notion was also elaborated by David Schneider, whose writ-
ings had a considerable influence within anthropology but lacked
Geertz's interdisciplinary appeal.’® Geertz and Schneider derived the
term from Talcott Parsons’s usage, according to which the cultural

system, a system of symbols and meanings, was a particular “level of

abstraction” of social relations. It was contrasted to the “social sys-
tem,” which was a system of norms and institutions, and to the “per-
sonality system,” which was a system of motivations.® Geertz and
Schneider especially wished to distinguish the cultural system from
the social system. To engage in cultural analysis, for them, was to

I
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abstract the meaningful aspect of human action out from the flow of
concrete interactions. The point of conceptualizing culture as a sys-
tem of symbols and meanings is to disentangle, for the purpose of
analysis, the semiotic influences on action from the other sorts of
influences— demographic, geographical, biological, technological,
economic, and so on—that they are necessarily mixed with in any
concrete sequence of behavior,

Geertz's and Schneider’s post-Parsonian theorizations of cultural
systems were by no means the only available models for symbolic
anthropology in the 1960s and 1g70s. The works of Victor Turner,
whose theoretical origins were in the largely Durkheimian British
school of social anthropology, were also immensely influential®
Claude Lévi-Strauss and his many followers provided an entire al-
ternative model of culture as a system of symbols and meanings—
conceptualized, following Saussure, as signifiers and signifieds.
Moreover, all these anthropological schools were in a sense manifes-
tations of a much broader “linguistic turn” in the human sciences—
a diverse but sweeping attempt to specify the structures of human
symbol systems and to indicate their profound influence on human
behavior. One thinks above all of such French “structuralist” think-
ers as Roland Barthes, Jacques Lacan, or the early Michel Foucault.
What all of these approaches had in common was an insistence on
the systematic nature of cultural meaning and the autonomy of sym-
bol systems-—their distinctness from and irreducibility to other fea-
tures of social life. They all abstracted a realm of pure signification
out from the complex messiness of social life and specified its inter-
nal coherence and deep logic. Their practice of cultural analysis con-
sequently tended to be more or less synchronic and formalist.

Culture as practice. The past decade and a half has witnessed a per-
vasive reaction against the concept of culture as a system of symbols
and meanings, which has taken place in various disciplinary lo-
cations and intellectual traditions and under many different slo-
gans—for example, “practice,” “resistance,” “history,” “politics,” or
“culture as tool kit.” Analysts working under all these banners object
to a portrayal of culture as logical, coherent, shared, uniform, and
static. Instead they insist that culture is a sphere of practical activity

shot through by willful action, power relations, struggle, contradic-
tion, and change.
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In anthropology, Sherry Ortner in 1984 remarked on the turn to
politics, history, and agency, suggesting Pierre Bourdieu's key term
“practice” as an appropriate label for this emerging sensibility. Two
years later the publication of James Clifford and George Marcus’s col-
lection Writing Culture announced to the public the crisis of anthro-
pology’s culture concept.?* Since then, criticisms of the concept of
culture as a system of symbols and meanings have flowed thick and
fast. The most notable work in anthropology has argued for the con-
tradictory, politically charged, changeable, and fragmented charac-
ter of meanings—both meanings produced in the societies being
studied and meanings rendered in anthropological texts. Recent
work in anthropology has in effect recast culture as a performa-
tive term.

Not surprisingly, this emphasis on the performative aspect of cul-
ture is compatible with the work of most cultural historians. Histori-
ans are generally uncomfortable with synchronic concepts. As they
took up the study of culture, they subtly—but usually without com-~
ment—altered the concept by stressing the contradictoriness and
malleability of cultural meanings and by seeking out the mecha-
nisms by which meanings were transformed. The battles in history
have been over a different issue, pitting those who claim that histori-
cal change should be understood as a purely cultural or discursive
process against those who argue for the significance of economic and
social determinations or for the centrality of concrete “experience” in
understanding it.?2

Sociologists, for rather different reasons, have also favored a more
performative conception of culture. Given the hegemony of a
strongly causalist methodology and philosophy of science in con-
temporary sociology, cultural sociologists have felt a need to demon-
strate that culture has causal efficacy in order to gain recognition for
their fledgling subfield. This has led many of them to construct cul-
ture as a collection of variables whose influence on behavior can be
rigorously compared to that of such standard sociological variables
as class, ethnicity, gender, level of education, economic interest, and
the like. As a result, they have moved away from earlier Weberian,
Durkheimian, or Parsonian conceptions of culture as rather vague
and global value orientations to what Ann Swidler has termed a
“tool kit” composed of a “repertoire” of “strategies of action.”* For
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many cultural sociologists, then, culture is not a coherent system of
symbols and meanings but a diverse collection of “tools” that, as the
metaphor indicates, are to be understood as means for the perfor-
mance of action. Because these tools are discrete, local, and intended
for specific purposes, they can be deployed as explanatory variables

ina way that culture conceived as a translocal, generalized system of
meanings cannot.

CULTURE AS SYSTEM AND PRACTICE

Much of the theoretical writing on culture during the past ten years
has assumed that a concept of culture as a system of symbols and
meanings is at odds with a concept of culture as practice. System
and practice approaches have seemed incompatible, I think, be-
cause the most prominent practitioners of the culture-as-system-
of-meanings approach effectively marginalized consideration of
culture-as-practice—if they didn't preclude it altogether.

This can be seen in the work of both Clifford Geertz and David
Schneider. Geertz's analyses usually begin auspiciously enough, in
that he frequently explicates cultural systems in order to resolve a
puzzle arising from concrete practices—a state funeral, trances, a
royal procession, cockfights. Butit usually turns out that the issues of
practice are principally a means of moving the essay to the goal of
specifying in a synchronic form the coherence that underlies the ex-
otic cultural practices in question. And while Geertz marginalized
questions of practice, Schneider, in a kind of reductio ad absurdum, ex-
plicitly excluded them, arguing that the particular task of anthropol-
ogy in the academic division of labor was to study “culture as a sys-
tem of symbols and meanings in its own right and with reference to
its own structure” and leaving to others—sociologists, historians,
political scientists, or economists—the question of how social action
was structured. A “cultural account,” for Schneider, should be lim-
ited to specifying the relations among symbols in a given domain of
meaning —which he tended to render unproblematically as known
and accepted by all members of the society and as possessing a
highly determinate formal logic®

Nor is the work of Geertz and Schreider unusual in its margin-
alization of practice. As critics such as James Clifford have ar-
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gued, conventional modes of writing in cultural anthropology typi-
cally smuggle highly debatable assumptions into ethnographic ac-
counts—for example, that cultural meanings are normally shared,
fixed, bounded, and deeply felt. To Clifford’s critique of ethno-
graphic rhetoric, I would add a critique of ethnographic method. An-
thropologists working with a conception of culture-as-system have
tended to focus on clusters of symbols and meanings that can be
shown to have a high degree of coherence or systematicity—those of
American kinship or Balinese cockfighting, for instance—and to pre-
sent their accounts of these clusters as examples of what the inter-
pretation of culture in general entails. This practice results in what
sociologists would call sampling on the dependent variable. That is,
anthropologists who belong to this school tend to select symbols and
meanings that cluster neatly into coherent systems and pass over
those that are relatively fragmented or incoherent, thus confirming
the hypothesis that symbols and meanings indeed form tightly co-
herent systems.

Given some of these problems in the work of the culture-as-
system school, the recent turn to a concept of culture-as-practice
has been both understandable and fruitful—it has effectively high-
lighted many of the earlier school’s shortcomings and made up some
of its most glaring analytic deficits. Yet the presumption that a con-
cept of culture as a system of symbols and meanings is at odds with
a concept of culture as practice seems to me perverse. System and
practice are complementary concepts: each presupposes the other.
To engage in cultural practice means to utilize existing cultural sym-
bols to accomplish some end. The employment of a symbol can be
expected to accomplish a particular goal only because the symbols
have more or less determinate meanings—meanings specified by
their systematically structured relations to other symbols. Hence
practice implies system. But it is equally true that the system has
no existence apart from the succession of practices that instanti-
~ ate, reproduce, or—most interestingly—transform it. Hence system
implies practice?¢ System and practice constitute an indissoluble
duality or dialectic: the important theoretical question is thus not
whether culture should be conceptualized as practice or as a system
of symbols and meanings, but how to conceptualize the articulation
of system and practice.
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THE AUTONOMY OF CULTURE

Let me begin this task by stating some assumptions about practice. I
assume that human practice, in all social contexts or institutional
spheres, is structured simultaneously both by meanings and by other
aspects of the environment in which they occur—Dby, for example,
power relations or spatiality or resource distributions. Culture is nei-
ther a particular kind of practice nor practice that takes place in a
particular social location. It is, rather, the semiotic dimension of hu-
man social practice in general. I further assume that these dimen-
sions of practice mutually shape and constrain each other but also
that they are relatively autonomous from each other.?”

The autonomy of the cultural dimension of practice can also be
understood by thinking about culture as a system. The cultural di-
mension of practice is autonomous from other dimensions of prac-
tice in two senses. First, culture has a semiotic structuring principle
that is different from the political, economic, or geographical struc-
turing principles that also inform practice. Hence, even if an action
were almost entirely determined by, say, overwhelming disparities
in economic resources, those disparities would still have to be ren-
dered meaningful in action according to a semiotic logic—that is, in
language or in some other form of symbols. For example, an impov-
erished worker facing the only manufacturer seeking laborers in that
district will have no choice but to accept the offer. Yet in accepting the
offer she or he is not simply submitting to the employer but entering
into a culturally defined relation as a wageworker. Second, the cul-
tural dimension is also autonomous in the sense that the meanings
that make it up—although influenced by the context in which they
are employed—are shaped and reshaped by a multitude of other
contexts. The meaning of a symbol always transcends any particular
context, because the symbol is freighted with its usages in a multi-
tude of other instances of social practice. Thus, our worker enters
into a relationship of “wageworker” that carries certain recognized
meanings—of deference, but also of independence from the em-
ployer and perhaps of solidarity with other wageworkers. These
meanings are carried over from the other contexts in which the
meaning of wage work is determined—not only from other in-
stances of hirings but from statutes, legal arguments, strikes, so-
cialist tracts, and economic treatises. They enter importantly into
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defining the local possibilities of action, in this case perhaps granting
the worker greater power to resist the employer than the local cir-
cumstances alone would have dictated.

To understand fully the significance of this second sort of auton-
omy, it is important to note that the network of semiotic relations that
make up culture is not isomorphic with the network of economic,
political, geographical, social, or demographic relations that make
up what we usually call a “society.” A given symbol-—mother, red,
polyester, liberty, wage labor, or dirt—is likely to show up not only
in many different locations in a particular institutional domain
(motherhood in millions of families) but in a variety of different in-
stitutional domains as well (welfare mothers as a potent political
symbol, the mother tongue in linguistic quarrels, the Mother of God
in the Catholic Church). Culture may be thought of as a network of
semiotic relations cast across society, a network with a different
shape and different spatiality than institutional, or economic, or po-
litical networks.?® The meaning of a symbol in a given context may
therefore be subject to redefinition by dynamics entirely foreign to
that institutional domain or spatial location: thus, for example, in the
1950s a particular political meaning of the symbol “red” became so
overpowering that the Cincinnati Reds baseball team felt the need to
change its name to “the Redlegs.” This fact is what makes it pos-
sible—indeed virtually guarantees—that the cultural dimension of
practice will have a certain autonomy from its other dimensions.

If culture has a distinct serniotic logic, then by implication it must
in some sense be coherent. But it is important not to exaggerate or
misspecify the coherence of symbol systems. I assume the coherence
of a cultural system to be semiotic in a roughly Saussurian sense: that
is, that the meaning of a sign or symbol is a function of its network of
oppositions to or distinctions from other signs in the system. This
implies that users of culture will form a semiotic community —in the
sense that they will recognize the same set of oppositions and there-
fore be capable of engaging in mutually meaningful symbolic action.
To use the ubiquitous linguistic analogy, they will be capable of us-
ing the “grammar” of the semiotic system to make understandable
“utterances.” :

It should be noted, however, that this conception actually implies
only a quite minimal cultural coherence— one might call it a thin co-
herence. The fact that members of a semiotic community recognize a
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given set of symbolic oppositions does not determine what sort of
statements or actions they will construct on the basis of their semi-
otic competence. Nor does it mean that they form a community in
any fuller sense. They need not agree in their moral or emotional
evaluations of given symbols. The semiotic field they share may be
recognized and used by groups and individuals locked in fierce en-
mity rather than bound by solidarity, or by people who feel relative
indifference toward each other. The posited existence of cultural co-
herence says nothing about whether semiotic fields are big or small,
shallow or deep, encompassing or specialized. It simply requires that
if meaning is to exist at all, there must be systematic relations among
signs and a group of people who recognize those relations.

That this Saussurian conception implies only a thin cultural co-
herence seems consonant with certain deconstructionist arguments.
The entire thrust of deconstruction has been to reveal the instability
of linguistic meaning. It has located this instability in the signifying
mechanism of language itself —claiming that because the meaning of
a linguistic sign always depends on a contrast with what the sign is
opposed to or different from, language is inevitably haunted by the
traces of the very terms it excludes. Consequently, the meaning of a
text or an utterance can never be fixed; attempts to secure meaning
can only defer, never exclude, a plethora of alternative or opposed
interpretations.

Cultural analysts who—like me—wish to argue that cultural sys-
tems are powerfully constraining have often drawn back from de-
constructionist arguments in horror. I think this is a major mistake;
indeed, I would maintain that a broadly deconstructionist under-
standing of meaning is essential for anyone attempting to theorize
cultural change. Deconstruction does not deny the possibility of co-
herence. Rather, it assumes that the coherence inherent in a system of
symbols is thin in the sense I have described: it demonstrates over
and over that what are taken as the certainties or truths of texts or
discourses are in fact disputable and unstable. This seems entirely
compatible with a practice perspective on culture. It assumes that
symbol systems have a (Saussurian) logic but that this logic is open-
ended, not closed. And it strongly implies that when a given symbol
system is taken by its users to be unambiguous and highly con-
straining, these qualities cannot be accounted for by their semiotic
qualities alone but must result from the way their semiotic structures
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are interlocked in practice with other structures—economic, politi-
cal, social, spatial, and so on.?®

Thus far in this section I have mainly been considering culture as
system. But what I have said has implications for how we might con-
ceptualize culture as practice. First, the conception of culture as
semiotic implies a particular notion of cultural practice. To engage in
cultural practice is to make use of a semiotic code to do something in
the world. People who are members of a semiotic community are ca-
pable not only of recognizing statements made in a semiotic code (as
[ have pointed out above) but of using the code as well, of putting it
into practice. To use a code means to attach abstractly available sym-
bols to concrete things or circumstances and thereby to posit some-
thing about them. I would also argue that to be able to use a code
means more than being able to apply it mechanically in stereotyped
situations—it also means having the ability to elaborate it, to modify
or adapt its rules to novel circumstances.

What things in the world are is never fully determined by the sym-
bolic net we throw over them—this also depends on their preexist-
ing physical characteristics, the spatial relations in which they occur,
the relations of power with which they are invested, their economic
value, and, of course, the different symbolic meanings that may have
been attributed to them by other actors. The world is recalcitrant to
our predications of meaning. Hence, as Marshall Sahlins has pointed
out, every act of symbolic attribution puts the symbols at risk, makes
it possible that the meanings of the symbols will be inflected or trans-
formed by the uncertain consequences of practice. Usually, such at-
tributions result in only tiny inflections of the meaning of symbols.
But on some occasions—for example, when Hawaiian chiefs used
the category of tabu to enforce their monopoly on trade with West-
ern merchants—novel attributions can have the result of transform-
ing the meaning of a symbol in historically crucial ways.*

Part of what gives cultural practice its potency is the ability of
actors to play on the multiple meanings of symbols—thereby re-
defining situations in ways that they believe will favor their pur-
poses. Creative cultural action commonly entails the purposeful or
spontaneous importation of meanings from one social location or
context to another. I have recently worked on a telling example of
the importation of meaning. The men and women who captured the
Bastille in July of 1789 were unquestionably characterizable as “the
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people” in the common sense of “the mob” or the “urban poor.” But
Parisian radicals and members of the French National Assembly
played on the ambiguity of the term to cast those who took the
Bastille also as a concrete instance of the abstract category of “the
people” who were said to be sovereign in radical political theory. Im-
porting the association between the people and sovereignty frorn the
context of political theory into that of urban crowd violence had the

not inconsequential effect of ushering the modern concept of revolu-
tion into the world.3

CULTURES AS DISTINCT WORLDS OF MEANING

Up to now, I have been considering culture only in its singular and
abstract sense—as a realm of social life defined in contrast to some
other noncultural realm or realms. My main points may be summa-
rized as follows: culture, I have argued, should be understood as a
clialectic of system and practice, as a dimension of social life au-
tonomous from other such dimensions both in its logic and in its spa-
tial configuration, and as a system of symbols possessing a real but
thin coherence that is continually put at risk in practice and therefore
subject to transformation. Such a theorization, I maintain, makes it
possible to accept the cogency of recent critiques yet retain a work-
able and powerful concept of culture that incorporates the achieve-
ments of the cultural anthropology of the 1960s and 1970s.

But it is probably fair to say that most recent theoretical work on
culture, particularly in anthropology, is actually concerned primat-
ily with culture in its pluralizable and more concrete sense—that is,
with cultures as distinct worlds of meaning. Contemporary anthro-
pological critics’ objections to the concept of culture as system and
their insistence on the primacy of practice are not, in my opinion, re-
ally aimed at the concept of system as outlined above—the notion
that the meaning of symbols is determined by their network of rela-
tions with other symbols. Rather, the critics’ true target is the idea
that cultures (in the second, pluralizable sense) form neatly coherent
wholes: that they are logically consistent, highly integrated, consen-
sual, extremely resistant to change, and clearly bounded. This is how
cultures tended to be represented in the classic ethnographies—
Mead on Samoa, Benedict on the Zuni, Malinowski on the Tro-
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briands, Evans-Prichard on the Nuer, or, for that matter, Geertz on
the Balinese. But recent research and thinking about cultural prac-
tices, even in relatively “simple” societies, has turned this classic
model on its head. It now appears that we should think of worlds of
meaning as normally being contradictory, loosely integrated, con-
tested, mutable, and highly permeable. Consequently the very con-
cept of cultures as coherent and distinct entities is widely disputed.

Cultures are contradictory. Some authors of classic ethnographies
were quite aware of the presence of contradictions in the cul-
tures they studied. Victor Turner, for example, demonstrated that
red symbolism in certain Ndembu rituals simultaneously signified
the contradictory principles of matrilineal fertility and male blood-
letting. But he emphasized how these potentially contradictory
meanings were brought together and harmonized in ritual perfor-
mances.®? A current anthropological sensibility would probably em-
phasize the fundamental character of the contradictions rather than
their situational resolution in the ritual. It is common for potent cul-
tural symbols to express contradictions as much as they express co-
herence. One need look no farther than the central Christian symbol
of the Trinity, which attempts to unify in one symbolic figure three
sharply distinct and largely incompatible possibilities of Christian
religious experience: authoritative and hierarchical orthodoxy (the
Father), loving egalitarianism and grace (the Son), and ecstatic spon-
taneity (the Holy Ghost). Cultural worlds are commonly beset with
internal contradictions.

Cultures are loosely integrated. Classic ethnographies recognized
that societies were composed of different spheres of activity—for
example, kinship, agricultul'e, hunting, warfare, and religion—and
that each of these component parts had its own specific cultural
forms. But the classic ethnographers typically saw it as their task
to show how these culturally varied components fit into a well-
integrated cultural whole. Most contemporary students of culture
would question this emphasis. They are more inclined to stress the
centrifugal cultural tendencies that arise from these disparate
spheres of activity, to stress the inequalities between those relegated
to different activities, and to see whatever “integration” occurs as
based on power or domination rather than on a common ethos. That
most anthropologists now work on complex, stratified, and highly
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differentiated societies, rather than on the “simple” societies that
were the focus of most classic ethnographies, probably enhances this
tendency.

Cultures are contested. Classic ethnographies commonly assumed,
at least implicitly, that a culture’s most important beliefs were con-
sensual, agreed on by virtually all of a society’s members. Contem-
porary scholars, with their enhanced awareness of race, class, and
gender, would insist that people who occupy different positions
in a given social order will typically have quite different cultural be-
liefs or will have quite different understandings of what might
seem on the surface to be identical beliefs. Consequently, current
scholarship is replete with depictions of “resistance” by subordi-
nated groups and individuals. Thus James Scott detects “hidden
transcripts” that form the underside of peasants’ deference in con-
temporary Malaysia and Marshall Sahlins points out that it was
Hawaiian women who most readily violated tabus when Captain
Cook’s ships arrived—because the tabu system, which classified
them as profane (noa) as against the sacred (fabu) men, “did not sit
upon Hawaiian women with the force it had for men.”3 Cultural
consensus, far from being the normal state of things, is a difficult
achievement; and when it does occur it is bound to hide suppressed
conflicts and disagreements.

Cultures are subject to constant change. Cultural historians, who
work on complex and dynamic societies, have generally assumed
that cultures are quite changeable. But recent anthropological work
onrelatively “simple” societies also finds them to be remarkably mu-
table. For example, Renato Rosaldo’s study of remote Ilongot head-
hunters in the highlands of Northern Luzon demonstrates that each
generation of Ilongots constructed its own logic of settlement pat-
terns, kinship alliance, and feuding—logics that gave successive
generations of llongots experiences that were probably as varied as
those of successive generations of Americans or Europeans between
the late nineteenth and late twentieth centuries.®

Cultures are weakly bounded. Tt is extremely unusual for societies
or their cultural systems to be anything like isolated or sharply
bounded. Even the supposedly simplest societies have had relations
of trade, warfare, conquest, and borrowing of all sorts of cultural
items—technology, religious ideas, political and artistic forms, and
so on. But in addition to mutual influences of these sorts, there
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have long been important social and cultural processes that tran-
scend societal boundaries—colonialism, missionary religions, inter-
regional trading associations and economic interdependencies, mi-
gratory diasporas, and, in the current era, multinational corporations
and transnational nongovernmental organizations. Although these
transsocietal processes are certainly more prominent in more recent
history than previously, they are hardly entirely new. Think of the
spread of such “world religions” as Islam, Christianity, Hinduism, or
Buddhism across entire regions of the globe or the development of
extensive territorial empires in the ancient world. I would argue that
social science’s once virtually unquestioned model of societies as
clearly bounded entities undergoing endogenous development is as
perverse for the study of culture as for the study of economic history
or political sociology. Systems of meaning do not correspond in any
neat way with national or societal boundaries—which themselves
are not nearly as neat as we sometimes imagine. Anything we might
designate as a “society” or a “nation” will contain, or fail to contain,
a multitude of overlapping and interpenetrating cultural systems,
most of them subsocietal, transsocietal, or both.3

_Thus all of the assumptions of the classic ethnographic model of
cultures—that cultures are logically consistent, highly integrated,
consensual, resistant to change, and clearly bounded—seem to be
untenable. This could lead to the conclusion that the notion of co-
herent cultures is purely illusory; that cultural practice in a given
society is diffuse and decentered; that the local systems of meaning
found in a given population do not themselves form a higher-level,
societywide system of meanings. But such a conclusion would, in my
opinion, be hasty. Although I think it is an error simply to assume
that cultures possess an overall coherence or integration, neither can
such coherences be ruled out a priori.

HOW COHERENCE IS POSSIBLE

Recent work on cultural practice has tended to focus on acts of cui-
tural resistance, particularly on resistance of a decentered sort—
those dispersed everyday acts that thwart conventions, reverse valu-
ations, or express the dominated’s resentment of their domination.3
But it is important to remember that much cultural practice is con-
centrated in and around powerful institutional nodes—including
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religions, communications media, business corporations, and, most
spectacularly, states. These institutions, which tend to be relatively
large in scale, centralized, and wealthy, are all cultural actors; their
agents make continuous use of their considerable resources in ef-
forts to order meanings. Studies of culture need to pay at least as
much attention to such sites of concentrated cultural practice as to
the dispersed sites of resistance that currently predominate in the
literature

Even in powerful and would-be totalitarian states, centrally
placed actors are never able to establish anything approaching
cultural uniformity. In fact, they rarely attempt to do so. The typical
cultural strategy of dominant actors and institutions is not so much
to establish uniformity as it is to organize difference. They are con-
stantly engaged in efforts not only to normalize or homogenize but
also to hierarchize, encapsulate, exclude, criminalize, hegemonize,
or marginalize practices and populations that diverge from the sanc-
tioned ideal. By such means, authoritative actors attempt, with vary-
ing degrees of success, to impose a certain coherence onto the field of
cultural practice.?® Indeed, one of the major reasons for dissident
anthropologists’ discomfort with the concept of culture is that it is
so often employed in all of these ways by various powerful institu-
tional actors—sometimes, alas, with the help of anthropologists.

The kind of coherence produced by this process of organizing
difference may be far from the tight cultural integration depicted
in classic ethnographies. But when authoritative actors distinguish
between high and low cultural practices or between those of the
majority ethnicity and minorities or between the legal and the crimi-
nal or between the normal and the abnormal, they bring widely vary-
ing practices into semiotic relationship—that is, into definition in
terms of contrasts with one another. Authoritative cultural action,
launched from the centers of power, has the effect of turning what
otherwise might be a babble of cultural voices into a semiotically and
politically ordered field of differences. Such action creates a map of
the “culture” and its variants, one that tells people where they and
their practices fit in the official scheme of things.

The official cultural map may, of course, be criticized and resisted
by those relegated to its margins. But subordinated groups must to
some degree orient their local systems of meaning to those recog-
nized as dominant; the act of contesting dominant meanings itself
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implies a recognition of their centrality. Dominant and oppositional
groups interact constantly, each undertaking its initiatives with the
other in mind. Even when they attempt to overcome or undermine
each other, they are mutually shaped by their dialectical dance.
Struggle and resistance, far from demonstrating that cultures lack
coherence, may paradoxically have the effect of simplifying and clar-
ifying the cultural field.

Moreover, dissenting or oppositional groups work to create and
sustain cultural coherence among their own adherents, and they do
so by many of the same strategies—hierarchization, encapsulation,
exclusion, and the like—that the authorities use. Once again, it is no-
table that the concept of culture is as likely to be deployed politically
by dissident groups as by dominant institutions, and with many of
the same exclusionary, normalizing, and marginalizing effects as
when it is deployed by the state. To take an obvious example, dissi-
dent nationalist and ethnic movements nearly always attempt to im-
pose standards of cultural purity on those deemed members of the
group and to use such standards to distinguish between those who
are and are not group members.

None of this, of course, implies that cultures are always, every-
where, or unproblematically coherent. It suggests instead that coher-
ence is variable, contested, ever-changing, and incomplete. Cultural
coherence, to the extent that it exists, is as much the product of power
and struggles for power as it is of semiotic logic. But it is common for
the operation of power, both the efforts of central institutions and the
acts of organized resistance to such institutions, to subject potential
semiotic sprawl to a certain order: to prescribe (contested) core val-
ues, to impose discipline on dissenters, to describe boundaries and
norms—in short, to give a certain focus to the production and con-
sumption of meaning. As cultural analysts we must acknowledge
such coherences where they exist and set ourselves the task of ex-
plaining how they are achieved, sustained, and dissolved.

It is no longer possible to assume that the world is divided up into
discrete “societies,” each with its corresponding and well-integrated
“culture.” I would argue forcefully for the value of the concept of
culture in its nonpluralizable sense, while the utility of the term as
pluralizable appears to me more open to legitimate question. Yet I
think that the latter concept of culture also gets at something we
need to retain: a sense of the particular shapes and consistencies of
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worlds of meaning in different places and times and a sense that in
spite of conflicts and resistance, these worlds of meaning somehow
hang together. Whether we call these partially coherent landscapes
of meaning “cultures” or something else—worlds of meaning, or
ethnoscapes, or hegemonies—seems to me relatively unimportant
so long as we know that their boundedness is only relative and con-
stantly shifting. Our job as cultural analysts is to discern what the
shapes and consistencies of local meanings actually are and to deter-
mine how, why, and to what extent they hang together.
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Toxyo Mom-AND-PopP
Ie»

by Theodore C. Bestor

he American bestiary iden-

tifies two sub-species of the

Japanese economic ani-

mal. The more familiar is

the company employee,

: recognizable by its collar

(white or blue) connected by a short leash to

its employer, Japan, Inc. The second sub-

species, only recently discovered, is the

small shopkeeper. Its haunts are marked by

- the little non-tariff trade barriers that these

creatures erect around their abodes, the

hundreds of thousands of mom-and-pop

stores that dot the Japanese landscape. The

first species is predatory and most fearsome

when, in herds, it stampedes through foreign

marketplaces or burrows under otherwise

level playing fields; the second is protection-

istic and most dangerous when confronted
by large stores or foreign products.

To most Americans, the company-em-
ployee variant of the economic animal
seems familiar in broad outline, if puzzling
in behavioral detail. Our society, too, has its
large organizations, and the organization
man (now joined by woman) is a fixture in
our image of modern society. While it may
be hard for most Americans to compre-
hend the docile diligence of the Japanese
employee, we still broadly understand what
the company employee is about,

The shopkeeper, the proprietor of a fam-
ily business, is another story. Gone are the
days when the family enterprise was a reli-
able part of the Amernican scene. To most
American consumers, particularly those liv-
ing in or around cities, small shops are in-
creasingly marginal to the business of daily
life. They are convenience stores for the oc-
casional last-minute purchase, or they are

Painting of an Edo marketplace at the Ry@gtku bridge, by Utagawa Toyoharu (1735-1814).




i
quaintly ethnic or highly specializéd. Most
serious retailing takes place in national or
regional chains, where consumers deal
with branch managers and employees, al-
most never with proprietors or their kin.

But in Japan, this is not the case. More
than in any other advanced industrial soci-
ety, consumers are likely to do their shop-
ping in tiny, family-run st_dresf, and the pro-
prietors and family workers who operate
those businesses constitute a large segment
of society: According to one recent analysis,
self-employed entrepreneurs and family
members who work with them make up al-
most 20 percent of Japan's urban, private-
sector labor force. In 1988, Tokyo had
some 178,000 retail and wholesale estab-
lishments, of which 117,000—a shade un-
der two-thirds—were tiny shops with four
or fewer employees, almost all of them
family members. Tokyo, moreover, aver-
ages 767 shops per square mile (w1thout
counting bars and restaurants), or one shop
for every 47 residents of the city.
 But Japan's small businesses are signifi-
cant not simply because there are so many
of them. Americans may view small shops
as further evidence that Japan is a society
organized against consurnption. After all,
we quickly surmise, the hold that small
businesses have on the Japanese economy
forces most consumers to forego the con-
veniences and economies of scale provided
by large retail chains and shopping centers.

But the Japanese don't see things this

way. Shopkeepers, for one, perceive them-. ..
selves as upholders of a traditional way of

life. At the same time, their existence pro-
foundly affects the quality of life of all Japa-
nese, particularly those living in cities. The

soczal pattems and cuhural values that sus- ,_day anng51de thelr 30 year old son and his

tain small businesses are deeply woven into
the fabric of Japanese life. Indeed a Japan
without such firms would be a rachcally dif-
ferent society.

Firm as Family .

Scholarly studies and even popular-cul-
ture imports stuch as Yoshimitsu Morita’s
film, The Family'Game, have provided West-
erners with the outlines of the steréotypical
Japanese family. It is, first of all, a middle-
class professional household. The father, a
white-collar managerial type, is generally
absent; the mother, attentive 1o the point of
moncmania on issues of education and do-
mestic management, is always present; the
children, well-behaved and obedient, are
always in school.

But this compartmentalized life does
not characterize the entrepreneurial family.
The Onuma household, pseudonymous but
real, is a case in point. The Onumas run a
small Tokyo textile company that special-
izes in preparing fabrics for formal kimono.
As kimono have become less and less a part
of daily life for most Japanese, their busi-
ness has prospered by handling the bro-
cades that go into the most expensive wed-
ding kimono, some of which rent for
thousands of dollars a day.

Their business_employs about a dozen
people, five of them Onumas. These five
represent three of the four generations of
Onumas who live together a few steps from
the workshop. As with most such house-
hold firms, it is difficult to separate family
and business, home and workplace. Masao
and Chieko Onuma, husband and wife both
in their fifties, work together most of the

: 'understana’mg o “Japanese ufture ‘and oci 9.
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wife. Grandmother Oriuma,
in her eighties, packs boxes,
answers telephones, cooks
meals, and keeps an eye on
her two great-granddaugh-
ters, the younger Onuma’s
toddlers who scamper
around the bolts of exqui-
site, expensive silk. The
younger Mr. Onuma’s day
seldom ends before nine or
10 o'clock, when he finally
finishes making deliveries in
his expensive 4-wheel drive
RV. The elder Mr. Onuma’s
days often last longer, end-
ing with éxtended drinking bouts with the
many suppliers and clients whom he must
entertain 'almost'daily.

Theirs is a volatile businiess. The long
period of public restraint that preceded the
death of the Showa Emperor in. January
1989 was a bleak time for the Onumas.
Weddings, festivals, and other célebrations
were canceled of curtailed. Fortunately, the
Imperial wedding in June 1990 set off a mi-
nor boom in the kimono business, arid the
Onumas found themselves busier than ever.
But despite their-long hours and the uncer-
tairities of their business, the Onumas are
almost smug in theit feeling of superiority
toward the salaried middle classes. They re-
gard company employees as drudges and
prize the flexibility arid autonomy that
comeés with running their own business.
They smilé over the tax breaks self-employ-
ment offers. And they take quiet pride in
their knowledge of themselves as a special
kind of family.

The family of the family firm doesn’t fig-
ure very prominently in Western images of
Japanese life, but it comes closest to fulfill-
ing the ideal of the traditional Japanese
family. According to this ideal, young and
old live and work together, caring for one
another across gererations. And for tradi-

In a Tokyo kimono shop, a customer cdsts an appraising eye,

tional families, whether the urban mercan-
tile family of today or the peasant family of
pre-modern Japan, the business of the fam-
ily is the family business. Fundamental is-
sues of kinship—marriage, inheritance,
succession—are inextricably linked to eco-
nomic issues of property, capital, and labor.
~ The matter of inheritance is particu-
larly important because the heir sees to it
that the family, its enterprise, and its prop-
erty are transmitted intact to later genera-
tions. Japanese kinship provides several
means of ensuring an heir besides the obvi-
ous one. For example, the present Onuma
line was secured by adoption. Masao, the
patriarch of the family, is a mukoyoshi, an
adopted son-in-law. The eighth of nine chil-
dren from a poor farm family far to the
north of Tokyo, he met Chieko, herself an
only child, when he came to Tokyo for col-
lege (remarkably enough, on a basketball
scholarship). They fell in love and Chieko'’s
parents, recognizing the need for an heir to
carry on the family and its business,
adopted him. Thus, old grandmother
Onuma is, to an American way of thinking,
his mother-in-law; in Japanese terrns, she is
his adoptive mother. ,
The .practice of adopting a son-in-law,
old-fashioned but by no means moribund,
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areas) among entrepreneunal households
like that of the Onumas. Convennonal wis-
dom is divided on the subject of mukoyosh:
Proverbial advice to young men contem-
platmcr an adoptlve marriage tells them, “If
you have even a cup of rice to your name,
don’t become a mukoydshi.} '# On the bene-
fits to a family, however, the proverb is posi-
tive: “Three generations of mukoydshi en-
sure a family’s fortune.” The case of the
Onumas would seem to confirm this part of
the proverb.

Community as Market

Neighborhoods organized as discrete so-
cial and economic units date back to pre-
industrial Edo (as Tokyo was called before
1868) and to the feudal regulations that
kept samurai and craftspeople separate and
segregated in distinct areas. A few mercan-
tile districts still retain an’ identity from
Edo: Kiba, the old lumber district, or Tsu-
kudajima, where delicacies of salted,
smoked, and pickled fish have been made
for centuries. Other areas, whether vener-
able or not, are known for their contempo-
rary commercial specialities: Jimbo-chd,
full of bookshops; Inari-chd, known for
Buddhist altars; Akihabara, with its wall-to-
wall electronics stores.

But even where a particular occupa-
tiona! or commercial coloration does not
exist, Tokyo neighborhoods are economic
zones of considerable importance. Unlike
most Arnerican cities, Tokyo has few exclu-
sively residential areas. Most neighbor-
hoods mix housing with commerce, and
what largely distinguishes richer and
poorer neighborhoods is the intensity of lo-
cal industrial activity. This intermingling of
commerce and community, however, is
less a legacy of pre-industrial guild mercan-
tilism than-a reflection of the. fact that To-
kyo is built on top.of a pre 1ndustr1al c1ty
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Most pre-industrial Japanese walked; only
an elite few rode horseback or were carried
in palanquins. The distances covered in
daily life were necessarily short. The nar-
row, disjointed, suddenly twisting and turn-
ing remnants of the Edo street plan give
ample evidence of a city based on pedes-
trian life, and as Tokyo dev_éloped in the
20th century, cars never fully demolished
this orientation. Streetcars, then trains and
subways, became the favored means of
public transportation. As a result, Tokyo re-
mains focused on its 500-odd stations and
the pedestrian corridors—the shopping ar-
cades—that lead to them.

Even now, with Tokyo's streets clogged
to near paralysis with cars, the automobile
and the culture of commerce have not
merged as they have in much of American
life. Car culture exists for the young who
consider a trip to Der_my’s, or to one of its
Japanese imitators, a naoii (“nowy”) ex-
perience; for the James Dean look-alikes
who cruise in souped-up Mazdas sporting

" window decals with slogans like “Lone-

some Car-Boy”; for the professional truck-
ers who festoon their gleaming chrome rigs
with colored lights and hang their cabs
with brocade drapes; or for yuppies who
buy BMWs and Mercedes with savings that
a family of an earlier generation would
have spent on buying a house. But for daily
life in Tokyo, the car is practically useless.
Housewives and other shoppers rely on the
neighborhood stores and the local shoten-
gai, or shopping arcade. Market research-
ers report that the average housewife goes
shopping at least once a day, on foot or bi-
cycle, and it is a rare neighborhood that
cannot provide all daily necessities.

The cluster of shops and arcades around
major stations—anchored by ‘one or two
large department stores or major. dls':_og
supermarkets, surrounded by swirls
tiques,. bars, and. charge -by- the—hour love

:
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', f;d-j::elé—taper,off_ into tencin'l—iike_ shoppirié

.. streets that stretch across the residential

" landscape of the city. Brightly lit streets and
alleys beckon with ornate neon arches, gar-
ish cubist street lights, plastic decorations
keyed to seasonal motifs, or loudspeakers
booming out popular songs and shopping
jingles. Sunday excursions to major depart-
ment stores and trendy boutiques notwith-
standing, these shopping arcades are where
Japanese consumers consume. One shop-
ping street runs into the next, the only dis-
tinction between neighborhoods being the
styles of lampposts or arches erected by lo-
cal mercharnts. :

Subtle though the boundaries are, they
are still significant. Within them, local mer-
chants act decisively to protect both their
own interests and those of the community.
They may oppose or force modifications of
plans for a nearby supermarket or discount
store. They may assist a neighborhood noo-
dle manufacturer who has fallen on hard
times (and count on being repaid in years
and years of free noodles). They may match
up a local businessman who has been
forced out by a jiageya (a real-estate specu-
lator) with another family firm located a
few blocks away.

In addition to tending to business mat-
ters, merchants form the backbone of local
community activities, participating in ev-
erything from political clubs to volunteer
fire brigades, from shrine parish boards to
Little League teams. The self-employed en-
trepreneurs, working according to their
own schedules, are always present in their
communities—sorething factory or office
workers can never be, Merchants clearly
have ulterior motives behind their good
works, biit as Adam Smith suggested, it is
not the butcher’s benevolence but his self-
interest that makes the world go around, in
Tokyo as elsewhere.

With their claims to represent the lega-

+ ,-1...-.-‘

cy of Japan’s pre-industrial merchant ¢l

the neighborhood shopkeeper is the bul-
wark of tradition and the sustainer of cul-
tural identity. His or her presence assures
that the communal traditions of the past
will continue to give some order and mean-
ing to what often seems a chaotic urban
existence. And while there may be some
nostalgic myth-making at work here, the
myth is still a real force affecting the lives of
all local residents, shopkeepers or not.

Market as Community

Throughout Japan, Tsukiji—Tokyo's
vast wholesale fish market-—conjures up
the same images: frenetic morning auc-
tions where the price of a single gigantic
tuna may exceed $10,000; endless sheds
housing hundreds of tiny wholesale stalls
hawking every conceivable kirid of seafood;
bustling crowds of fishmongers and sushi
chefs carrying off a day’s supply of fish.
Each year, the market’s seven large broker-
age houses sell almost 450 varieties of fresh
and processed marine products worth over
$5 billion. But despite the scale of the mar-
ket as a whole, it is a bastion of small family
firms. The engines of the market are its doz-
ens of morning auctions, where throngs of
wholesalers bid intensely against one an-
other. In turn, the wholesalers-—1,100
strong, operators of tiny, family-run stalls in
the marketplace—compete fercely for the
patronage cof some 14,000 restaurateurs,
sushi chefs, and retail fishmongers who
purchase their day’s supplies at one or an-
other of Tsukiji's 1,677 stalls.

The transactions that make the mar-
ket—from the bluntly competitive bidding
of the auctions to the more subtle haggling
that keeps customers returning to the same
stalls year after year—are part of the com-
plex social fabric of the marketplace: elabo-
rate rules governing auctions, systems of
stall - rotations, minutely wrought agree-
ments on credit and setiiement, carefully

WO AUTUMN 1990
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tended patterns of long-term reciprocation

.among trading pattners, and hundreds of
other understandmgs and agreements.

At Tsukiji, the buying and selling does
not pit all 1,100 wholesalers against ohe dn-
other. More limited trading communities
exist athong the wholesalers and buyers of
parncular kinds- of seafood whether tuna
or:shrimp or. salted fish or sushi no tane,
the hlghest quahty products destined for

Sellmg squ:d in Tokyo s busy seafood marker

sushi bars. Within these specialized groups
of traders, the character of socidl ties be-
comes most visible. ,

.. For example, the trading cornmunities
are organized around the auction arena for
a particular commodity—fresh salmon or
kamaboko fish pité or live eels—and the
‘fules and techniques for each auction have
over time been delicately hammered cut by
- the parties to.those ‘auctions. For some

WQ AUTUMN 1890 .-

commodities, buyers are expected to top ai
stated asking price; for others, the auction-!
eer lowers the price every second or so un-
til a willing buyer is found. Some auctlons
involve open bidding, verbal or hand sig-
nals, while others use secret written bids.
The varying forms of auction clearly create
chfferent kinds of competitive relatlonshlps
among rival buyers and different kinds of
relationships between auctioneers and buy-
ers. Through adjustment and calibration of
the auction rules over time, buyers and sell-
ers are able to maintain stable long-term
ties with preferred trade partners and to
minimize the tensions that result from
comipetition among buyers to purchase at
the lowest prices. - :

And, indeed, this careful concern to
dampen the negative ¢onsequences of
competition is one hallmark of the mar
ket's operations. Almost all wholesalers
come away from the day’s auctions with
something, Few are driven otit of the mar-
ket. Like New York City taxi medallions or
seats on the stock exchange, the wholesale
licenses required for trading in the market
are.limited in number and intrinsically
valuable. No hew slots have been created
since the late 1940s. Yet there is little de-
mand for them outside the marketplace.
And within the rnarket there has been little
competitive pressure leading to concentra-
tion; the 1,677 licenses issued to 1,677
firms in the late 1940s still rémain ih the
hands of 1,101 firms, only a handful of
which control more than three licenses
(and hence three stalls). " '

The survival of all traders is ensured
through a number of mechanisms. For ex-
ample, at four-year intérvals, all 1,677 stall
locatioris are reassigned through a complex
system of lotteries. This eventually corrects
inequalities resulting from 2 stall’s location
in the huge fan-shaped sheds that house the -
wholesalérs. Even-to.a ‘casual - observer,
there are clear dlfferences among the sta]ls'
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;Those o1l the narrow front edge of the fa,
~ . attract buyers miaking dally visits for. small-.
""quantltles ‘of ‘high-quality;” stshi- grade fish.

Bui wholesalérs whose business is based on
bulk sales to suipérmarkets find that, the
back edge of the sheds—farthest from the
market entrance for walk-in customers but
most convenient to loading docks—is the
ideal location. Regardless of specialty, a lo-
cation at the intersection of two aisles in
the market is preferable to a mid-block lo-
cation, which can be reached only by pass-
ing rhany other stalls.

The quadrennial stall lotteries correct
long-termn locational inequities, but they
also create shorter-term inequalities. To
limit those effects, the wholesalers’ guild
has devised a system of rents and rebates
apart from the flat rents charged by the
municipal government. The wholesalers’
federation grades each stall on its location

and assigns each stall-holder a monthly as- -

sessment or credit. This amount is paid to
(or received from) the association as tax
upon (or compensation for) a stall’s loca-
tion. Against a base rent of about $100 a
month, a wholesaler with a2 good location
may pay a surcharge of around $100 per
month for his stall, while the worst situated
stall-holder may receive $600 a month in
compensation.

- What holds for the wholesalers also
holds for the auctioneers. To ensure that
monopolies will not accrue to particular
auctioneers, the sites and sequencing of the
various auctions are also rotated. For exam-
ple, the stretches of quayside where frozen
tuna are auctioned each miorning are ro-
tated every few months among the seven
auction houses, and the sequence of auc-
tions changes on a daily basis, so that of
four auction houses offering the same prod-
ucts for sale, each will sell first once in ev-

er four days

<. The exqu151te care w1th whlch the. ruies

:".’-alhances and msntumons of the market—'

place séek to protect all participants miust

of course be seen against the fact that the

market is a closed system. Inisiders are en-
sured survival; outsiders are denied access.
Within the closed system of the Tsukiji mar-
ketplace, business is never a zero-sum
game, All players go away with something;
no one is forced to leave the garne. :
merican trade ofﬁmals who have
been pressing the Japanese to cor—
rect “structural impediments” to
free trade point to the distributior system,
with its multifarious layers of small farnily
firmis, as the prime offender. Not only does
siich a system effectively impede the sale of
foreign goods on the Japanese market, it
also limits the choice of goods to Japaiiese
consumers and thus keeps pnces need-
lessly high, To date, however, most Japa-
nese consumers have been more mllmg to
put up with higher costs of goods and ser-
vices than to threaten the 1nst1tut10nal and
social patterns that sustain the present sys-
temn. What and how miich this social com-
pact gives them in return may at tlmes be
unclear, but apparently it is enough.
1t is apparent, too, that desprte the fero—‘
cious competitive strengths of the J apanese
economy and its ability to- explon minute
increments of efficiency, economics. to
most Japanese is not ultimately the mea-
sure of all things. Rather, as is the case with
the strvival of the small family busmess

economic behavior can be uriderstood only_

withini a larger .framework of social rela-
tionships and obligations, and patterns of
reciprocity whose demands are just as tell-
ing and just as intractable as the cold logic
of economic calculation.
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‘“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.

| 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-
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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. | mean, it's his house so we accept that. (female

student, age 22)

My parents are against my girlfriend staying over . . . | 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. (1) 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 | live under my parents’ roof, it's more a sign of respect that |

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. | 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. | 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 |

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 | understand that it

means that | 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)

| 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 | feel younger than someone my age whowas living out of home

and had a lot more responsibility as far as financially, bills and stuff . . . .

| don't like the idea of leaving home because | really don’t think | 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 | was out of home. | 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, “l 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 | make a decision at home | tend to ask my Mum is this the right
decision to make, and she would give me her opinion . . . . | think | 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 |

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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| 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. | 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.”

| suppose [my parents] realise that we've grown up, but in a sense

they’re too scared to let us grow up. | 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 | 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
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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 Il

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 | am on the phone to and what | 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. | 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, |

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)

| used to take the door handle off my bedroom [door] so no one could

get in when lwasn’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 | knew he’d been in my bedroom. | said to him

this morning, “That’s disgusting. You've got no right to come and invade

my space like that.” | know it's his house. But they’ve never said,

“Well this is my house and | can do what Iwant, and you're living in it.”

| 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.

| realise how influential my parents and my home and family have been

in my life. | 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 |
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have at home is pretty good. | 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. | need to move on. (female student, age 22, employed parttime)
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Modernity versus postmodernity

Jurgen Habermas

Last year, architects were admitted to the Biennial in Venice, following
painters and filmmakers. The note sounded at this first Architecture Bicn-
nial was one of disappointment. I would describe it by saying that those
who exhibited in Venice formed an avant-garde of reversed fronts. I mean
that they sacrificed the tradition of modernity in order to make room for
a new historicism. Upon this occasion, a critic of the German newspaper
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung advanced a thesis whose significance
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Anciens et des Modernes.” This is to say, the term “modern” appeared
and reappeared exactly during those periods in Europe when the con-
sciousness of a new epoch formed itself through a renewed relationship to
the ancients ~ whenever, moreover, antiquity was considered a model to
be recovered through some kind of imitation.

The spell which the classics of the ancient world cast upon the spirit of
later times was first dissolved with the ideals of the French Enlighten-
ment. Specifically, the idea of being “modern” by looking back to the
ancients changed with the belief, inspired by modern science, in the infi-
nite progress of knowledge and in the infinite advance towards social and
moral betterment. Another form of modernist consciousness was formed
in the wake of this change. The romantic modernist sought to oppose the
antique ideals of the classicists; he looked for a new historical epoch and
found it in the idealized Middle Ages. However, this new ideal age,
established early in the 19th century, did not remain a fixed ideal. In the
course of the 19th century, there emerged out of this romantic spirit that
radicalized consciousness of modernity which freed itself from all specific
historical ties. This most recent modernism simply makes an abstract

reaches beyond this particular event; it is a diagnosis of our times: “Post-
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peared in the midst of the 19th century. Since then, the distinguishing
mark of works which count as modern is the “new.” The characteristic of
such works is “the new” which will be overcome and made obsolete
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istory we know the phrase:

“The ancients and the moderns”

Let me begin by defining these concepts. The term “modern” has a long
history, one which has been investigated by Hans Robert Jauss. The word
“modern” in its Latin form modernus was used for the first time in the
late Sth century in order to distinguish the present, which had become
officially Christian, from the Roman and pagan past. With varying con-
tent the term “modern” again and again expresses the consciousness of
an epoch that relates itself to the past of antiquity in order to view itself as
the result of a transition from the old to the new.

Some writers restrict this concept of “modernity” to the Renaissance,
but this is historically too narrow. People considered themselves modern
during the period of Charles the Great, in the 12th century, as well as in
France of the late 17th century, at the time of the famous “Querelle des

From Habermas; “Modernity versus Postmodernity,” New German Critigne 22
(1981): 3—14. Reprinted with permission of the author and New German Critigue.
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through the novelty of the next style. But, while that which is merely
“stylish” will soon become out-moded, that which is modern preserves a
secret tie to the classical. Of course, whatever can survive time has always
been considered to be a classic. But the emphatically modern document
no longer borrows this power of being a classic from the authority of a
past epoch; instead, a modern work becomes a classic because it has once
been authentically modern. Our sense of modernity creates its own self-
enclosed canons of being classic. In this sense we speak, e.g., in view of
the history of modern art, of classical modernity. The relation between
“modern” and “classical” has definitely lost a fixed historical reference.

The discipline of aesthetic modernity

The spirit and discipline of aesthetic modernity assumed clear contours in
the work of Baudelaire. Modernity then unfolded in various avant-garde
movements, and finally reached its climax in the Cafe Voltaire of the
Dadaists and in Surrealism. Aesthetic modernity is characterized by atti-
tudes which find a common focus in a changed consciousness of time.
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This time consciousness expresses itself through metaphors of the van-
guard and the avant-garde. The avant-garde understands itself as invad-
ing unknown territory, exposing itself to the dangers of sudden, of shock-
ing encounters, conquering an as yet unoccupicd future. The avant-garde
must find a direction in a landscape into which no one seems to have yet
ventured.

But these forward gropings, this anticipation of an undefined future
and the cult of the new, mean in fact the exaltation of the present. The
new time consciousness, which enters philosophy in the writings of Berg-
son, does more than express the experience of mobility in society, accelera-
tion in history, of discontinuity in everyday life. The new value placed on
the transitory, the elusive, and the ephemeral, the very celebration of
dynamism discloses the longing for an undefiled, an immaculate and
stable present.

This explains the rather abstract language in which the modernist tem-
per has spoken of the “past.” Individual epochs lose their distinct forces.
Historical memory is replaced by the heroic affinity of the present with
the extremes of history: a sense of time wherein decadence immediately
recognizes itself in the barbaric, the wild, and the primitive. We observe
the anarchistic intention of blowing up the continuum of history, and we
can account for it in terms of the subversive force of this new aesthetic
consciousness. Modernity revolts against the normalizing functions of
tradition; modernity lives on the experience of rebelling against all that is
normative. This revolt is one way to neutralize the standards of both
morality and utility. This aesthetic consciousness continuously stages a
dialectical play between secrecy and public scandal; it is addicted to the
fascination of that horror which accompanies the act of profaning, and is
yet always in flight from the trivial results of profanation.

On the other hand, the time consciousness articulated in avant-garde
art is not simply ahistorical; it is directed against what might be called a
false normativity in history. The modern, avant-garde spirit has sought,
instead, to use the past in a different way; it disposes over those pasts
which have been made available by the objectifying scholarship of histori-
cism, but it opposes at the same time a neutralized history, which is
locked up in the museum of historicism.

Drawing upon the spirit of surrealism, Walter Benjamin constructs the
relationship of modernity to history in what I would call a post-historicist
attitude. He reminds us of the self-understanding of the French Revolu-
tion: “The Revolution cited ancient Rome, just as fashion cites an anti-
quated dress. Fashion has a scent for what is current, whenever this
moves within the thicket of what was once.” This is Benjamin’s concept
of the Jetztzeit, of the present as a moment of revelation; a time in which
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splinters of a messianic presence are enmeshed. In this sense, for Robes-
pierre, the antique Rome was a past laden with momentary revelations.

Now, this spirit of aesthetic modernity has recently begun to age. It has
been recited once more in the 1960s; after the 1970s, however, we must
admit to ourselves that this modernism arouses a much fainter response
today than it did fifteen years ago. Octavio Paz, a fellow traveler of
modernity, noted already in the middle of the 1960s that “the avant-
garde of 1967 repeats the deeds and gestures of those of 1917. We are
experiencing the end of the idea of modern art.” The work of Peter
Burger has since taught us to speak of “post-avant-garde” art; this term is
chosen to indicate the failure of the surrealist rebellion. But, what is the
meaning of this failure? Does it signal a farewell to modernity? Thinking
more generally, does the existence of a post-avant-garde mean there is a
transition to that broader phenomenon called postmodernity?

This is in fact how Daniel Bell, the most brilliant of the American
neoconservatives, interprets matters. In his book, The Cultural Contra-
dictions of Capitalism, Bell argues that the crises of the developed soci-
eties of the West are to be traced back to a split between culture and
society. Modernist culture has come to penetrate the values of everyday
life; the life-world is infected by modernism. Because of the forces of
modernism, the principle of unlimited self-realization, the demand for
authentic self-experience, and the subjectivism of a hyperstimulated sen-
sitivity have come to be dominant. This temperament unleashes hedonis-
tic motives irreconcilable with the discipline of professional life in soci-
ety, Bell says. Moreover, modernist culture is altogether incompatible
with the moral basis of a purposive rational conduct of life. In this
manner, Bell places the burden of responsibility for the dissolution of
the Protestant ethic (a phenomenon which has already disturbed Max
Weber) on the “adversary culture.” Culture, in its modern form, stirs up
hatred against the conventions and virtues of an everyday life, which
has become rationalized under the pressures of economic and adminis-
trative imperatives.

I would call your attention to a complex wrinkle in this view. The
impulse of modernity, we are told on the other hand, is exhausted; any-
one who considers himself avant-garde can read his own déath warrant.
Although the avant-garde is still considered to be expanding, it is suppos-
edly no longer creative. Modernism is dominant but dead. For the
neoconservative, the question then arises: How can norms arise in society
which will limit libertinism, reestablish the ethic of discipline and work?
What new norms will put a brake on the leveling caused by the social
welfare state, so that the virtues of individual competition for achieve-
ment can again dominate? Bell sees a religious revival to be the only
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solution. Religious faith tied to a faith in tradition will provide individu-
als with clearly defined identities and with existential security.

Cultural modernity and societal modernization

One can certainly not conjure up by magic the compelling beliefs which
command authority. Analyses like Bell’s, therefore, only result in an atti-
tude which is spreading in Germany no less than here in the States: an
intellectual and political confrontation with the carriers of cultural moder-
nity. I cite Peter Steinfels, an observer of the new style which the
neoconservatives have imposed upon the intellectual scene in the 1970s.

The struggle takes the form of exposing every manifestation of
what could be considered an oppositionist mentality and trac-
ing its “logic” so as to link it to various forms of extremism:
drawing the connection between modernism and nihilism . . .
between government regulation and totalitarianism, between
criticism of arms expenditures and subservience to commu-
nism, between Women’s liberation or homosexual rights and
the destruction of the family . .. between the Left generally
and terrorism, anti-semitism, and fascism. . . .'

The ad hominem approach and the bitterness of these intellectual accusa-
tions have also been trumpeted loudly in Germany. They should not be
explained so much in terms of the psychology of neoconservative writc_rs;
rather, they are rooted in the analytical weaknesses of neoconservative
doctrine itself.

Neoconservatism shifts onto cultural modernism the uncomfortable
burdens of a more or less successful capitalist modernization of the econ-
omy and society. The neoconservative doctrine blurs the relationship
between the welcome process of societal modernization on the one hand,
and the lamented cultural development on the other. The neoconservative
does not uncover the economic and social causes for the altered attitudes
towards work, consumption, achievement, and leisure. Consequently, he
attributes all of the following — hedonism, the lack of social identifica-
tion, the lack of obedience, narcissism, the withdrawal from status and
achievement competition — to the domain of “culture.” In fact, however,
culture is intervening in the creation of all these problems in only a very
indirect and mediated fashion.

In the neoconservative view, those intellectuals who still fee! themselves
committed to the project of modernity are then presented as taking the

1. Peter Steinfels, The Neoconservatives (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979),
p. 65.
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place of those unanalyzed causes. The mood which feeds neocon-
servatism today in no way originates from the discontents about the
antinomian consequences of a culture breaking from the museums into
the stream of ordinary life. These discontents have not been called into
life by modernist intellectuals. They are rooted in deep-seated reactions
against the process of societal modernization. Under the pressures of the
dynamics of economic growth and the organizational accomplishments
of the state, this social modernization penetrates deeper and deeper into
previous forms of human existence. 1 would describe this subordination
of the life-worlds under [the] system’s imperatives as a matter of disturb-
ing the communicative infrastructure of everyday life.

Thus, for example, neopopulist protests only bring to expression in
pointed fashion a widespread fear regarding the destruction of the ur-
ban and natural environment(s] and of forms of human sociability.
There is a certain irony about these protests in terms of neocon-
servatism. The tasks of passing on a cultural tradition, of social integra-
tion, and of socialization require the adherence to a criterion of commu-
nicative rationality. The occasions for protest and discontent originate
exactly when spheres of communicative action, centered on the repro-
duction and transmission of values and norms, are penetrated by a form
of modernization guided by standards and economic and administrative
rationality; however, those very spheres are dependent on quite different
standards of rationalization — on the standards of what I would call
communicative rationality. But, neoconservative doctrines turn our at-
tention precisely away from such societal processes: They project the
causes, which they do not bring to light, onto the plane of a subversive
culture and its advocates.

To be sure, cultural modernity generates its own aporias as well. Inde-
pendently from the consequences of societal modernization, and from
within the perspective of cultural development itself, there originate mo-
tives for doubting the project of modernity. Having dealt with a feeble
kind of criticism of modernity — that of neoconservatism — let me now
move our discussion of modernity and its discontents into a different
domain that touches on these aporias of cultural modernity, issues which
often serve only as a pretense for those positions (which either call for a
postmodernity, or recommend a return to some form of premodernity,
or . .. throw modernity radically overboard).

‘The project of enlightenment

The idea of modernity is intimately tied to the development of European
art; but what I call “the project of modernity” comes . . . into focus
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[only] when we dispense with the usual concentration upon art. Let me
start a different analysis by recalling an idea from Max Weber. He charac-
terized cultural modernity as the separation of the substantive reason
expressed in religion and metaphysics into three autonomous spheres.
They are: science, morality, and art. These came to be differentiated
because the unified world conceptions of religion and metaphysics fell
apart. Since the 18th century, the problems inherited from these older
world-views could be rearranged so as to fall under specific aspects of
validity: truth, normative rightness, authenticity, and beauty. They could
then be handled as questions of knowledge, or of justice and morality, or
of taste. Scientific discourse, theories of morality, jurisprudence, the pro-
duction and criticism of art, could in turn be institutionalized. Each
domain of culture could be made to correspond to cultural professions, in
which problems could be dealt with as the concern of special experts.
This professionalized treatment of the cultural tradition brings to the fore
the intrinsic structures of each of the three dimensions of culture. There
appear the structures of cognitive-instrumental, moral-practical, and
aesthetic-expressive rationality, each of these under the control of special-
ists who seem more adept at being logical in these particular ways than
other people-are. As a result, the distance has grown between the culture
of the experts and that of the large public. What accrues to culture
through specialized treatment and reflexion does not immediately and
necessarily become the property of everyday praxis. With cultural ratio-
nalization of this sort, the threat increases that the life-world, whose
traditional substance has already been devaluated, will become more and
more impoverished.

The project of modernity formulated in the 18th century by the philoso-
phers of the Enlightenment consisted in their efforts to develop objective
science, universal morality and law, and autonomous art according to
their inner logic. At the same time, this project intended to release the
cognitive potentials of each of these domains to set them free from their
esoteric forms. The Enlightenment philosophers wanted to utilize this
accumulation of specialized culture for the enrichment of everyday life,
that is to say, for the rational organization of everyday social life.

Enlightenment thinkers of the cast of mind of Condorcet still had the
extravagant expectation that the arts and the sciences would not only
promote the control of natural forces, but would also further understand-
ing of the world and of the self, would promote moral progress, the
justice of institutions, and even the happiness of human beings. The 20th
century has shattered this optimism. The differentiation of science, moral-
ity, and art has come to mean the autonomy of the segments treated by
the specialist and at the same time letting them split off from the herme-
neutics of everyday communication. This splitting off is the problem that
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has given rise to those efforts to “negate” the culture of expertise. But the
problem won’t go away: Should we try to hold on to the intentions of the
Enlightenment, feeble as they may be, or should we declare the entire
project of modernity a lost cause? | now want to return to the problem of
artistic culture, having explained why, historically, that aesthetic moder-
nity is a part only of cultural modernity in general.

The false programs of the negation of culture

Greatly oversimplifying, I would say [that] in the history of modern art
one can detect a trend toward ever greater autonomy in the definition and
practice of art. The category of “beauty” and the domain of beautiful
objects were first constituted in the Renaissance. In the course of the 18th
century, literature, the fine arts, and music were institutionalized as activi-
ties independent from sacred and courtly life. Finally, around the middle
of the 19th century an aestheticist conception of art emerged, which
encouraged the artist to produce his work according to the distinct con-
sciousness of art for art’s sake, The autonomy of the aesthetic sphere
could then become a deliberate project: The talented artist could lend
authentic expression to those experiences he had in encountering his own
de-centered subjectivity, detached from the constraints of routinized cog-
nition and everyday action.

In the mid-19th century, in painting and literature, 2 movement began
which Octavio Paz finds epitomized already in the art criticism of Baude-
laire. Color, lines, sounds, and movement ceased to serve primarily the
cause of representation; the media of expression and the techniques of
production themselves became the aesthetic object. Theodor W. Adorno
could therefore begin his Aesthetic Theory with the following sentence:
“Itis now taken for granted that nothing which concerns art can be taken
for granted any more: neither art itself, nor art in its relationship to the
whole, nor even the right of art to exist.” And this is what surrealism then
denied: das Existenzrecht der Kunst als Kunst. To be sure, surrealism
would not have challenged the right of art to exist if modern art no longer
had advanced a promise of happiness concerning its own relationship “to
the whole” of life. For Schiller, such a promise was delivered by aesthetic
intuition but not fulfilled by it. Schiller’s Letters on the Aesthetic Educa-
tion of Man speak to us of a utopia reaching beyond art itself. But by the
time of Baudelaire, who repeated this promesse de bonbeur, via art, the
utopia of reconciliation with society had gone sour. A relation of oppo-
sites had come into being; art had become a critical mirror, showing the
irreconcilable nature of the aesthetic and the social world. This modernist
transformation was all the more painfully realized the more art alienated
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itself from life and withdrew into the untouchableness of complete auton-
omy. Out of such emotional currents finally gathered those explosive
energies which unloaded themsclves in the surrealist attempt to blow up
the autarkical sphere of art and to force a reconciliation of art and life.

But all those attempts to level art and life, fiction and praxis, appear-
ance and reality to one plane; the attempts to remove the distinction
between artifact and object of use, between conscious staging and sponta-
neous excitement; the attempts to declare everything to be art and every-
one to be artist, to retract all criteria and to equate aesthetic judgement
with the expression of subjective experiences — all these undertakings
have proved themselves to be sort of nonsense experiments. These experi-
ments have served to bring back to life, and to illuminate all the more
glaringly, exactly those structures of art which they were meant to dis-
solve. They gave a new legitimacy, as an end in itself, to appearance as the
medium of fiction, to the transcendence of the art work over society, to
the concentrated and planned character of artistic production as well as
to the special cognitive status of judgements of taste. The radical attempt
to negate art has ended up ironically by giving due exactly to these
categories through which Enlightenment aesthetics had circumscribed its
object domain. The surrealists waged the most extreme warfare, but two
mistakes in particular destroyed their revolt. First, when the containers of
an autonomously developed cultural sphere are shattered, the contents
get dispersed. Nothing remains from a desublimated meaning or a de-
structured form; an emancipatory effect does not follow.

Their second mistake has more important consequences. In everyday
communication, cognitive meanings, moral expectations, subjective ex-
pressions and evaluations must relate to one another. Communciation
processes need a cultural tradition covering all spheres — cognitive,
moral-practical, and expressive. A rationalized everyday life, therefore,
could hardly be saved from cultural impoverishment through breaking
open a single cultural sphere — art — and so providing access to just one of
the specialized knowledge complexes. The surrealist revolt would have
replaced only one abstraction.

In the sphere of theoretical knowledge and morality as well, there are
parallels to this failed attempt of what we might call the false negation of
culture. Only they are less pronounced. Since the days of the Young
Hegelians, there has been talk about the negation of philosophy. Since
Marx, the question of the relationship of theory and practice has been
posed. However, Marxist intellectuals joined a social movement; and
only at its peripheries were there sectarian attempts to carry out a pro-
gram of the negation of philosophy similar to the surrealist program to
negate art. A parallel to the surrealist mistakes becomes visible in these
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programs when one observes the consequences of dogmatism and of
moral rigorism.

A reified everyday praxis can be cured only by creating unconstrained
interaction of the cognitive with the moral-practical and the aesthetic-
expressive elements. Reification cannot be overcome by forcing just one
of those highly stylized cultural spheres to open up and become more
accessible. Instead, we see under certain circumstances a relationship
emerge between terroristic activities and the overextension of any one of
these spheres into other domains: Examples would be tendencies to aes-
theticize politics, or to replace politics by moral rigorism, or to submit it
to the dogmatism of a doctrine. These phenomena should not lead us,
however, into denouncing the intentions of the surviving Enlightenment
tradition as intentions rooted in a “terroristic reason.” Those who lump
together the very project of modernity with the state of consciousness and
the spectacular action of the individual terrorist are no less short-sighted
than those who would claim that the incomparably more persistent and
extensive bureaucratic terror practiced in the dark, in the cellars of the
military and secret police, and in camps and institutions, is the raison
d’étre of the modern state, only because this kind of administrative terror
makes use of the coercive means of modern bureaucracies.

Alternatives

I think that instead of giving up modernity and its project as a lost cause,
we should learn from the mistakes of those extravagant programs which
have tried to negate modernity. Perhaps the types of reception of art may
offer an example which at least indicates the direction of a way out.

Bourgeois art had two expectations at once from its audiences. On the
one hand, the layman who enjoyed art should educate himself to become
an expert. On the other hand, he should also behave as a competent
consumer who uses art and relates aesthetic experiences to his own life
problems. This second, and seemingly harmless, manner of experiencing
art has lost its radical implications, exactly because it had a confused
relation to the attitude of being expert and professional.

To be sure, artistic production would dry up if it were not carried out in
the form of a specialized treatment of autonomous problems, and if it
were to cease to be the concern of experts who do not pay so much
attention to esoteric questions. Both artists and critics accept thereby the
fact that such problems fall under the spell of what I earlier called the
“inner logic” of a cultural domain. But this sharp delineation, this exclu-
sive concentration on one aspect of validity alone, and the exclusion of
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aspects of truth and justice, breaks down as soon as aesthetic experience
is drawn into an individual life history and is absorbed into ordinary life.
The reception of art by the layman, or by the “everyday expert,” goes in a
rather different direction than the reception of art by the professional
critic.

Albrecht Wellmer has drawn my attention to one way that an aesthetic
experience which is not framed around the experts’ critical judgements of
taste can have its significance altered: As soon as such an experience is
used to illuminate a life-historical situation and is related to life problems,
it enters into a language game which is no longer that of the aesthetic
critic. The aesthetic experience then not only renews the interpretation of
our needs in whose light we perceive the world. It permeates as well our
cognitive significations and our normative expectations and changes the
manner in which all these moments refer to one another. Let me give an
example of this process.

This manner of receiving and relating to art is suggested in the first
volume of the work The Aesthetics of Resistance by the German-Swedish
writer Peter Weiss. Weiss describes the process of reappropriating art by
presenting a group of politically motivated, knowledge-hungry workers
in 1937 in Berlin. These were young people who, through an evening high
school education, acquired the intellectual means to fathom the general
and the social history of European art. Out of the resilient edifice of the
objective mind, embodied in works of art which they saw again and again
in the museums in Berlin, they started removing their own chips of stone,
which they gathered together and reassembled in the context of their own
milieu. This milieu was far removed from that of traditional education as
well as from the then existing regime. These young workers went back
and forth between the edifice of European art and their own milieu until
they were able to illuminate both.

In examples like this which illustrate the reappropriation of the ex-
pert’s culture from the standpoint of the life-world, we can discern an
element which does justice to the intentions of the hopeless surrealist
revolts, perhaps even more to Brecht’s and Benjamin’s interests in how
art works, which lost their aura, could yet be received in illuminating
ways. In sum, the project of modernity has not yet been fulfilled, And the_

“at 1 differentidted relinking of modern culture with an everyday praxis

reception of art is only one of at least three of its aspects. The project aims .,
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dhe imperatives of an almost autonomous economic system and its admin-
istrative complements. e

Tt T am not mistaken, the chances for this today are not very good.
More or less in the entire Western world, a climate has developed that
furthers capitalist modernization processes as well as trends critical of
cultural modernism. The disillusionment with the very failures of those
programs that called for the negation of art and philosophy has come to
serve as a pretense for conservative positions. Let me briefly distinguish
the antimodernism of the young conservatives from the postmodernism
of the neoconservatives.

The Young Conservatives recapitulate the basic experience of aesthetic
modernity. They claim as their own the revelations of a decentered subjec-
tivity, emancipated from the imperatives of work and usefulness, and
with this experience they step outside the modern world. On the basis of
modernistic attitudes, they justify an irreconcilable antimodernism. They
remove into the sphere of the far away and the archaic the spontaneous
powers of imagination, of self-experience, and of emotionality. To instru-
mental reason, they juxtapose in manichean fashion a principle only
accessible through evocation, be it the will to power or sovereignty, Be-
ing, or the dionysiac force of the poetical. In France this line leads from
Bataille via Foucault to Derrida. A

The Old Conservatives do not allow themselves to be contaminated by
cultural modernism. They observe the decline of substantive reason, the
differentiation of science, morality, and art, the modern world view and
its merely procedural rationality with sadness and recommend a with-
drawal to a position anterior to modernity.

Neo-Aristotelianism, in particular, enjoys a certain success today. In
view of the problematic of ecology, it allows itself to call for a cosmologi-
cal ethic. As belonging to this school, which originates with Leo Strauss,
one can count for example the interesting works of Hans Jonas and
Robert Spaemann.

Finally, the Neoconservatives welcome the development of modern
science, as long as this only goes beyond its sphere to carry forward
technical progress, capitalist growth, and national administration. More-
over, they recommend a politics of defusing the explosive content of
cultural modernity. According to one thesis, science, when properly under-
stood, has become irrevocably meaningless for the orientation of the life-
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“that still depends on vital heritages but would be impoverished through™
mere traditionalism. This hew_corinection, however, can only be estab==7
~Tished under the condRToh that societal modernization will also be steered
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world. A further thesis is that politics must be kept as far aloof as possible
from the demands of moral-practical justification. And a third thesis
asserts the pure immanence of art, disputes that it has a utopian content,
and points to its illusory character in order to limit the aesthetic experi-
ence to privacy. One could name here the early Wittgenstein, Carl Schmitt
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of the middle period, and Gottfried Benn of the late period. But with the
decisive confinement of science, morality, and art to autonomous spheres
separated from the life-world and administered experts, what remains
from the project of cultural modernity is only what we would have if we
were to give up the project of modernity altogether. As a replacement one
points to traditions, which, however, are held to be immune to demands
of (normative) justification and validation.

This typology is like any other, of course, a simplification; but it may
not prove totally useless for the analysis of contemporary intellectual and
political confrontations. | fear that the ideas of antimodernity, together
with an additional touch of premodernity, are becoming popular in the
circles of alternative culture. When one observes the transformations of
consciousness within political parties in Germany, a new ideological shift
(Tendenzwende) becomes visible. And this is the alliance of postmod-
ernists with premodernists. It seems to me that there is no party in particu-
lar that monopolizes the abuse of intellectuals and the position of
neoconservatism. | therefore have good reason to be thankful for the
liberal spirit in which the city of Frankfurt offers me a prize bearing the
name of Theodor Adorno. Adorno, a most significant son of this city,
who as philosopher and writer has stamped the image of the intellectual
in our country in incomparable fashion; even more, who has become the
very image of emulation for the intellectual.



Beyond “identity”
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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.”! 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, fluid, 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
fluid, 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 identifications? 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?
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“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 affinities and affiliations, all
forms of belonging, all experiences of commonality, connectedness, and
cohesion, all self-understandings and self-identifications in the idiom of
“identity” saddles us with a blunt, flat, undifferentiated vocabulary.

We do not aim here to contribute to the ongoing debate on identity
politics.> 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, affects 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-
Iytical 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 qualifiers, 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.” 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 diffu-
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).* 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”).> But as Philip Gleason has shown,’ there were other paths
of diffusion as well. The notion of identification was pried from its
original, specifically psychoanalytic context (where the term had been
initially introduced by Freud) and linked to ethnicity on the one hand



(through Gordon Allport’s influential 1954 book The Nature of Preju-
dice) and to sociological role theory and reference group theory on the
other (through figures 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
influence of Anselm Strauss.” More influential in popularizing the
notion of identity, however, were Erving Goffman, working on the
periphery of the symbolic interactionist tradition, and Peter Berger,
working in social constructionist and phenomenological traditions.®

For a variety of reasons, the term identity proved highly resonant in the
1960s,” diffusing 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,”'® 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.!' Our point here is simply that the weak-
ness of class politics in the United States (vis-a-vis Western Europe)
left the field 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 clichés.”? 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,”” the humanities joined the fray in full
force. And “identity talk” — inside and outside academia — continues
to proliferate today.'* The “identity” crisis — a crisis of overproduction
and consequent devaluation of meaning — shows no sign of abating."



4

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.'® 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, Jirgen Habermas, David Laitin, Claude
Lévi-Strauss, Paul Ricoeur, Amartya Sen, Margaret Somers, Charles
Taylor, Charles Tilly, and Harrison White.!”

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.'® 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 “scientific” categories on the
other, such concepts as “race,” “ethnicity,” or “nation” are marked by
close reciprocal connection and mutual influence among their practi-
cal and analytical uses."’

“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 differ 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



persuade certain people that they are (for certain purposes) “identical”
with one another and at the same time different from others, and to
organize and justify collective action along certain lines.”® 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-fifty 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.?! Nor 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.”>* 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.”

Reification 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 reification. We should seek to explain the
processes and mechanisms through which what has been called the
“political fiction” of the “nation” — or of the “ethnic group,” “race,” or
other putative “identity” — can crystallize, at certain moments, as a
powerful, compelling reality.> But we should avoid unintentionally
reproducing or reinforcing such reification 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.?* If it did, the vocabulary of
social analysis would be a great deal poorer, and more artificial, than it
is. What is problematic is not that a particular term is used, but Aow it
is used. The problem, as Loic Wacquant has argued with respect to



“race,” lies in the “uncontrolled conflation of social and sociological ...
[or] folk and analytic understandings.” > 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 efforts to avoid reifying
“identity” by theorizing identities as multiple, fragmented, and fluid.?®
“Essentialism” has indeed been vigorously criticized, and constructi-
vist gestures now accompany most discussions of “identity.”?” Yet we
often find an uneasy amalgam of constructivist language and essentialist
argumentation.”® This is not a matter of intellectual sloppiness. Rather,
it reflects the dual orientation of many academic identitarians as both
analysts and protagonists of identity politics. It reflects 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 effective in practice.”” 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
fluid should be conceptualized as “identity” at all.

The uses of “identity”

What do scholars mean when they talk about “identity?”3° 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 effort to highlight and
conceptualize non-instrumental modes of social and political ac-
tion.”! With a slightly different 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.*® 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



conceptualizing and explaining action. The first is between self-
understanding and (narrowly understood) self-interest.>* 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.*® In this they agree
with many (though not all) strands of universalist, instrumentalist
theorizing. But “social location” means something quite different
in the two cases. For identitarian theorizing, it means position in
a multidimensional space defined 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).’

. Understood as a specifically 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;>® on gender;37 and on race, ethnicity, and national-
ism.*® In this usage, the line between “identity” as a category of
analysis and as a category of practice is often blurred.

. 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 superficial, accidental, fleeting, or
contingent aspects or attributes of the self, and is understood as
something to be valued, cultivated, supported, recognized, and pre-
served.*® This usage is characteristic of certain strands of the psy-
chological (or psychologizing) literature, especially as influenced by
Erikson,*” though it also appears in the literature on race, ethnicity,
and nationalism. Here too the practical and analytical uses of
“identity” are frequently conflated.

. 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



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.*!

5. Understood as the evanescent product of multiple and competing
discourses, “identity” is invoked to highlight the unstable, multiple,
Sfluctuating, and fragmented nature of the contemporary “self.” This
usage is found especially in the literature influenced by Foucault,
post-structuralism, and post-modernism.** In somewhat different
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.*’

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 differing
contexts.

These usages are not simply heterogeneous; they point in sharply
differing directions. To be sure, there are affinities between certain of
them, notably between the second and third, and between the fourth
and fifth. And the first 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 fifth 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.** 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



idea which cannot be thought in the old way, but without which certain
key questions cannot be thought at all.”* What these key questions
are, and why they cannot be addressed without “identity,” remain
obscure in Hall’s sophisticated but opaque discussion.*® Hall’s comment
echoes an earlier formulation of Claude Lévi-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.”*’
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.”*® 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.”*’ Ill-suited or not, “iden-
tity” continues to find 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. Suffice 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 definitions 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
significance 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 flat-
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, fluctuating,
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.>

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.>!

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 first is what we call “clichéd constructivism.” Weak or soft con-
ceptions of identity are routinely packaged with standard qualifiers
indicating that identity is multiple, unstable, in flux, contingent, frag-
mented, constructed, negotiated, and so on. These qualifiers 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, fluid, and so on, soft
identitarians leave us with a term so infinitely 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 “reconfigur(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
specific 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 conflicting they may be?” What
does this soft, flexible 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.>>

Introducing a collection on Citizenship, Identity, and Social History,
Charles Tilly characterizes identity as a “blurred but indispensable”
concept and defines 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 definition 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 affiliation, national origin. But it is not
clear what analytical leverage on these phenomena can be provided by
the exceptionally capacious, flexible 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 difficulty that confronts most social scientists
writing about identity today: that of devising a concept “soft” and
flexible 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.”>
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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 identification 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.>*

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.”>’
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.”>® 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 difference 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.

Identification and categorization

As a processual, active term, derived from a verb, “identification” lacks
the reifying connotations of “identity.”>’ 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. Identification —
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 different contexts.
In modern settings, which multiply interactions with others not per-
sonally known, such occasions for identification are particularly abun-
dant. They include innumerable situations of everyday life as well as
more formal and official contexts. How one identifies oneself — and
how one is identified by others — may vary greatly from context to
context; self- and other-identification are fundamentally situational
and contextual.
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One key distinction is between relational and categorical modes of
identification. 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 identifica-
tion remain important in many contexts even today, categorical identi-
fication has assumed ever greater importance in modern settings.®

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

The modern state has been one of the most important agents of
identification and categorization in this latter sense. In culturalist
extensions of the Weberian sociology of the state, notably those
influenced 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 “identification” quite literally: as the
attachment of definitive markers to an individual via passport, finger-
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.®!
Other scholars emphasize the modern state’s efforts to inscribe its
subjects onto a classificatory 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 identification and classification are at the
core of what defines “governmentality” in a modern state.%?
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The state is thus a powerful “identifier,” 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,
classificatory 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.> But the state is not the only
“identifier” that matters. As Charles Tilly has shown, categorization
does crucial “organizational work” in all kinds of social settings, in-
cluding families, firms, schools, social movements, and bureaucracies
of all kinds.®* Even the most powerful state does not monopolize the
production and diffusion of identifications 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 official identifications and propose alternative ones.®’
It highlights leaders’ efforts 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.%®

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 identification — the efforts to build a collec-
tive self-understanding — to positing “identity” as their necessary result.
By considering authoritative, institutionalized modes of identification
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 identification 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
fluid — one loses the capacity to make key distinctions.

“Identification,” we noted above, invites specification of the agents
that do the identifying. Yet identification does not require a specifiable
“identifier”; it can be pervasive and influential without being accom-
plished by discrete, specified persons or institutions. Identification can
be carried more or less anonymously by discourses or public narra-
tives.” 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 “identification,” briefly alluded to
above, that is largely independent of the cognitive, characterizing,
classificatory meanings discussed so far. This is the psychodynamic
meaning, derived originally from Freud.®® While the classificatory
meanings involve identifying oneself (or someone else) as someone
who fits a certain description or belongs to a certain category, the
psychodynamic meaning involves identifying oneself emotionally with
another person, category, or collectivity. Here again, “identification”
calls attention to complex (and often ambivalent) processes, while the
term “identity,” designating a condition rather than a process, implies
too easy a fit between the individual and the social.

Self-understanding and social location

“Identification” and “categorization” are active, processual terms, de-
rived from verbs, and calling to mind particular acts of identification
and categorization performed by particular identifiers 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 first 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.*

The term “self-understanding,” it is important to emphasize, does not
imply a distinctively modern or Western 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.”
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 differential 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 specific rather than universal forms.
Like the term “identification,” “self-understanding” lacks the reifying
connotations of “identity.” Yet it is not restricted to situations of flux
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 difference.

Two closely related terms are “self-representation” and “self-identifica-
tion.” Having discussed “identification” 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-identification,” on the other hand, suggest at least some degree of
explicit discursive articulation.

“Self-understanding” cannot, of course, do a/l 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, identifications, 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.”!

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 affective or cathectic processes suggested by some uses
of “identity.” Yet self-understanding is never purely cognitive; it is
always affectively tinged or charged, and the term can certainly accom-
modate this affective dimension. However, it is true that the emotional
dynamics are better captured by the term “identification” (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 (superficial, fluctuating,
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, fluidity — 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,”” a self-
conception” — 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 affectively 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 difference
from or even antipathy to specified outsiders.

The problem is that “identity” is used to designate both such strongly
groupist, exclusive, affectively charged self-understandings and much
looser, more open self-understandings, involving some sense of affin-
ity or affiliation, commonality or connectedness to particular others,
but lacking a sense of overriding oneness vis-a-vis some constitutive



20

“other.”’* Both the tightly groupist and the more loosely affiliative
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 differing 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 differentiated 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.” 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 Max Weber called a Zusam-
mengehdrigkeitsgefiihl, 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 diffuse 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.”®

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.”” Nor is it to celebrate
fluidity 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 significance to them. This will enable
us to distinguish instances of strongly binding, vehemently felt groupness
from more loosely structured, weakly constraining forms of affinity
and affiliation.

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 suffered 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.”® The argument that
ethnic groups are not primordial but the products of history — including
the reifying of cultural difference through imposed colonial identifica-
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.”’ In
this context, it is worth going back to a classic of African ethnology:
E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s book The Nuer.®°

Based on research in Northeast Africa in the 1930s, The Nuer describes
a distinctively relational mode of identification, self-understanding,
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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.

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 defined in the first
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 different
ways and to different 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 finds 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
conflict 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 off. 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
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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 reflect 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 offers a
more nuanced approach. The genealogical construction of relationality
offers 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 fictive kin or more
loosely linked to a patrilineage via blood brotherhood. The people of
northeastern Africa migrated extensively, as they tried to find 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.®! In many parts of Africa,
one finds certain organizations — religious shrines, initiation societies
— that cross linguistic and cultural distinctions, offering what Paul
Richards calls a “common ‘grammar’” of social experience within
regions, for all the cultural variation and political differentiation that
they contain.®?

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 differing patterns of crystallizing difference
and forging connections. Africa was far from a paradise of sociability,
but war and peace both involved flexible patterns of affiliation as well
as differentiation.
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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 different lineages,
creating a core of support that cross cut lineage affiliations, but they
also used lineage principles to consolidate their own power, cementing
marriage alliances and expanding the size of the royal lineage.® In
almost all societies, kinship concepts are symbolic and ideological
resources, yet while they shape norms, self-understandings, and percep-
tions of affinity, they do not necessarily produce kinship “groups.”*

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-
tifications could be powerful, but their effects depended on the actual
relationships and symbolic systems that colonial officials — and in-
digenous cultural entrepreneurs as well — had to work with, and on
countervailing efforts of others to maintain, develop, and articulate
different sorts of affinities and self-understandings. The colonial era
did indeed witness complex struggles over identification, but it flattens
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, conflict-ridden situation.
Her aim is “to call into question the very idea of ‘the Nuer’ as a unified
ethnic identity.”® 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 difficult 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 conflict to one of cultural or religious difference
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 conflicts
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 affiliation (Angola, Sierra Leone), as well as in situations where
cultural distinction has been made into a political weapon (Kwa Zulu
in South Africa).®® To explain present or past conflict in terms of how
people construct and fight 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-
flicts 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 briefly consider East European
nationalism and identity politics in the United States.

Historical and social scientific 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.®’

Consider the former Soviet Union. To see national conflicts 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.®® Far from ruthlessly suppressing nation-
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hood, the regime went to unprecedented lengths in institutionalizing
and codifying it. It carved up Soviet territory into more than fifty
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 affairs; it was newly constituting both persons and
places as national*® 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 conflating a system of identification 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 identified
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.”’

The formal institutionalization and codification 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 classificatory 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 significance, 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 significant
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 official 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 final, 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 fluidity 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 indifference 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 off from one another, are conceptualized
as always in flux. 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 difficult 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 unreflectively
groupist language that prevails in everyday life, journalism, politics,
and much social research as well — the habit of speaking without
qualification of “Albanians” 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-identification 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.”"

In response to the cascading identitarian claims of the last three
decades, public discourse, political argument, and scholarship in
nearly every field 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-specific concerns, feminists for focusing on white,
middle-class women.

Constructivist arguments have had a particular influence in Ameri-
canist circles, allowing scholars to stress the contemporary importance
of imposed identifications and the self-understandings that have
evolved in dialectical interplay with them, while emphasizing that such
self- and other-identified “groups” are not primordial but historically
produced. The treatment of race in the historiography of the United
States is an excellent example.”> 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 differentiated; 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.”® From such an opening, historians
have charted several key moments of redefinition 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 affilia-
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
classificatory systems would have been something else in other parts of
the Americas.”*

American history thus reveals the power of imposed identification, but
it also reveals the complexity of the self-understandings of people
defined by circumstances they did not control. Pre-Civil War collective
self-definitions 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.”® 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 efforts of African-American activists to articulate
different 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 affinity and commonality. Setting
out to write about “identifications” as they emerge, crystallize, and
fade away in particular social and political circumstances may well
inspire a rather different 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.”® Here is where calls for the understanding of the particularity
of experience resonate powerfully, but it is also here that the dangers
of flattening those histories into a static and singular “identity” are
serious. There may be gains as well as losses in such a flattening, as
thoughtful participants in debates over the politics of race have made
clear.”” 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 fit and a soft rhetoric of hybridity,
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multiplicity, and fluidity that offers neither understanding nor solace.”®
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
differentiated language. If the real contribution of constructivist social
analysis — that affinities, 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 flat, 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 Maclntyre, “presupposes a sociol-
ogy”;”? 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 affiliations and affinities.

There is a considerable literature now that is critical of the idea of
universal citizenship. Iris Marion Young, one of the most influential of
such critics, proposes instead an ideal of group-differentiated citizen-
ship, built on group representation and group rights. The notion of an
“impartial general perspective,” she argues, “is a myth.” Different
social groups have different needs, cultures, histories, experiences, and
perceptions of social relations.” Citizenship should not seek to tran-
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scend such differences, but should recognize and acknowledge them as
“irreducible.” '*°

What sort of differences should be ratified with special representation
and rights? The differences in question are those associated with “so-
cial groups,” defined as “comprehensive identities and ways of life,” and
distinguished from mere aggregates on the one hand — arbitrary clas-
sifications 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 suffer from at
least one of five 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.”'*!

What constitutes the “groupness” of these “groups?” What makes
them groups rather than categories around which self- and other-iden-
tifications may but certainly do not necessarily or always crystallize?
This is not addressed by Young. She assumes that distinctive histories,
experiences, and social location endow these “groups” with different
“capacities, needs, culture, and cognitive styles” and with “distinctive
understandings of all aspects of the society and unique perspectives on
social issues.” '°? 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 difference” — are reintroduced,
and continue to hide difference, at the level of the constituent “groups.”

At stake in arguments about group-differentiated 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.'® 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 offer 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 identification, 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.'®* Acti-
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vists of identity politics deploy the language of bounded groupness not
because it reflects 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.'”

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, fluidity, 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.'’® 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 affinity, commonality, and connectedness can
take — hence our emphasis on the need for a more supple vocabulary.
We are not arguing for any specific 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.'"’

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 flattened into the experiences and “cultures” of
bounded groups and one equally flattened 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 differences 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-
Iytical 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,
fluid, 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 fluid 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 flat, 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 “Africanist,” some asserting a quite local, culturally defined
“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; conflict 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.'*®

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 flexible
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 flexible, pragmatic, readily extendable. It
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does not contribute to precision of analysis to use the same words for
the extremes of reification and fluidity, 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 affinities and affiliations, from
particular commonalities and connections, from particular stories and
self-understandings, from particular problems and predicaments in a
more differentiated 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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Community

Differences are born when reason is not fully awake or falls asleep
again; this was the unspoken credo which lent credibility to the
unclouded trust that post-Enlightenment liberals vested in the hu-
man individual’s capacity for immaculate conception. We, the hu-
mans, are endowed with everything that everybody needs to select
the right path which, once selected, would prove to be the same to
us all. Descartes’s subject and Kant’s Man, armed with reason.
wouldn’t err in their human ways unless pushed or tempted away
from the straight, reason-blazed trail. Different choices are the
sediment of history blunders - the outcome of a brain damage
variously called prejudice, superstition or false consciousness. Un-
like the eindeutig verdicts of reason which is the property of each
single human being, the differences in judgement have collective
origins: Francis Bacon’s ‘idols’ reside where people mill and jostle
together: in the theatre, in a marketplace, in tribal festivals. To set
free the power of human reason meant to liberate the individual
from all that.

That credo was forced into the open only by liberalism’s critics.
There was no shortage of them, charging the liberal interpretation
of the Enlightenment’s legacy with either getting things wrong or
making them wrong. Romantic poets, historians and sociologists
joined nationalistic politicians in pointing out that — before hu-
mans start flexing their individual brains to write down the best
code of cohabitation their reason may suggest — they already have
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a (collective) history and (collectively obeyed) customs. Our con-
temporary communitarians say much the same, only using differ-
ent terms: it is not the ‘disembedded’ and ‘unencumbered’ individual,
but a language user and a schooled/socialized person who ‘self-
asserts’ and ‘self-constructs’. It is not always clear what the critics
have in mind: is the vision of the self-contained individual untrue,
or is it harmful? Should liberals be censured for preaching false
opinion’ or for conducting, inspiring or absolving false politics?

It seems, though, that the current liberal-communitarian querelle
concerns politics, not ‘human nature’. The question is not so much
whether setting the individual free from received opinions and
collective insurance against inconveniences of individual respon-
sibility does or does not happen - but whether it is good or bad.
Raymond Williams noted long ago that the remarkable thing about
‘community’ is that it always has been. There is commotion around
the need of community mainly because it is less and less clear
whether the realities which the portraits of ‘community’ claim to
represent are much in evidence, and if such realities can be found,
will their life-expectancy allow them to be treated with the kind of
respect which realities command. The valiant defence of commun-
ity and the bid to restore it to the favours denied by the liberals
would hardly have happened had it not been for the fact that the
harness by which collectivities tie their members to a joint history,
custom, language or schooling is getting more threadbare by the
year. In the liquid stage of modernity, only zipped harnesses are
supplied, and their selling point is the facility with which they can
be put on in the morning and taken off in the evening (or vice
versa). Communities come in many colours and sizes, but if plotted
on the Weberian axis stretching from ‘light cloak’ to ‘iron cage’,
they all come remarkably close to the first pole.

In so far as they need to be defended to survive and they need to
appeal to their own members to secure that survival by their indi-
vidual choices and take for that survival individual responsibility —
all communities are postulated; projects rather than realities, some-
thing that comes after, not before the individual choice. The com-
munity ‘as seen in communitarian paintings’ would be tangible
enough to be invisible and to afford silence; but then communitarians
won’t paint its likenesses, let alone exhibit them.

This is the inner paradox of communitarianism. To say ‘It is nice
to be a part of a community’ is an oblique testimony of not being a
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part, or being unlikely to remain a part for long unless individual
muscles are flexed and individual brains stretched. In order to fulfil
the communitarian project, one needs to appeal to the selfsame
(‘self-disencumbering’?) individual choices whose possibility has
been denied. One cannot be a bona fide communitarian without
giving the devil his due, without on one occasion admitting the
freedom of individual choice denied on another.

In the eyes of logicians, this contradiction may by itself discredit
the effort to disguise the communitarian political project as a de-
scriptive theory of social reality. For the sociologist, however, it is
rather the ongoing (and perhaps rising) popularity of communitarian
ideas that constitutes an important social fact calling for explana-
tion/understanding (while the fact that the disguise itself has been
so effectively disguised and did not stand in the way of the
communitarians’ success would not raise many sociological eye-
brows - it is much too common for that).

Sociologically speaking, communitarianism is an all-too-expect-
able reaction to the accelerating ‘liquefaction’ of modern life, a
reaction first and foremost to the one aspect of life felt perhaps as
the most vexing and annoying among its numerous painful conse-
quences - the deepening imbalance between individual freedom
and security. Supplies of security provisions shrink fast, while the
volume of individual responsibilities (assigned if not exercised in
practice) grows on a scale unprecedented for the post-war genera-
tions. A most salient aspect of the vanishing act performed by old
securities is the new fragility of human bonds. The brittleness and
transience of bonds may be an unavoidable price for individuals’
right to pursue their individual goals, and yet it cannot but be,
simultaneously, a most formidable obstacle to pursue them effect-
ively — and to the courage needed to pursue them. This is also a
paradox - one rooted deeply in the nature of life under liquid
modernity. Not for the first time paradoxical situations provoke
and inspire paradoxical answers. In the light of the paradoxical
nature of liquid-modern ‘individualization’ the contradictory na-
ture of the communitarian response to the paradox should not
amaze: the first is an adequate explanation of the other, while the
other is a fitting effect of the first.

What born-again communitarianism responds to is a most genu-
ine and poignant issue of the pendulum shifting radically — perhaps
too far away - from the security pole in the dyad of sine qua non
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human values. For this reason, the communitarian gospel can count
on a large audience-in-waiting. It speaks in the name of mllhon§:
précarité, as Pierre Bourdieu insists, est aujozfrd’hut partout — it
penetrates every nook and cranny of human existence. In his recent
book Protéger ou disparaitre,! an angry mamfestf) against the in-
dolence and hypocrisy of the present-day power elites in the face of
‘la montée des insécurités’, Philippe Cohen lists unemployment
(nine of ten new vacancies are strictly temporary and shgrt term),
uncertain old-age prospects and the hazards of urban life as the
main sources of diffuse anxiety about the present, the next day and
more distant future: absence of security is what unites all three,
and the main appeal of communitarianism is the promise of a safe
haven, the dream destination for sailors lost in a turbulent sea of
constant, unpredictable and confusing change.

As Eric Hobsbawm caustically remarked, ‘Never was the _word
“community” used more indiscriminately and emptily than in the
decades when communities in sociological sense became hard‘ to
find in real life.”> “‘Men and women look for groups to which
they can belong, certainly and forever, in a world- in whic;h 211 else
is moving and shifting, in which nothing else is certain. Jpck
Young supplies a succinct summary to Hgbsbawm:s observation:
‘Just as community collapses, identity is mvented.‘.‘ We may say
that the ‘community’ of the communitarian gospel is not the pre-
established and securely grounded Gemeinschaft knowq from, $O-
cial theory (and famously dressed up as a ‘law of history’ by
Ferdinand Ténnies), but a cryptonym for the zealously sought yet
elusive ‘identity’. And as Orlando Patterson (quoted by Eric
Hobsbawm) observed, while people are called to choose. between
competitive identity reference groups their choice is predicated on
the strongly held belief that the chooser has absolutely no c’:h01ce
but to choose the specific group to which he or she ‘belongs’.

The community of the communitarian gospel is a home writ
large (the family home, not a found home or a made home, but a
home into which one is born, so that one could not trace one’s
origin, one’s ‘reason to exist’, in any other place): and a kind of
home, to be sure, which for most people these dz_xys is more a
beautiful fairy-tale than a matter of personal experience. (Fgr_mly
homesteads, once securely wrapped by a dense wet_> of routinized
habits and customary expectations, have had their breakyvaters
dismantled and are these days wide open to the tides buffeting the
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rest of life.) Being outside the realm of experience helps: the benign
cosiness of home cannot be put to a test, and its attractions as long
as they are imagined, may stay unsullied by the less prepo,ssessing
aspects of enforced belonging and non-negotiable obligations — the
dark(.tr colours are largely absent in the palette of imagination.
Being a home writ large also helps. Those locked inside an ordi-
nary, bnck-and?mortar home could be struck time and time again
by an uncanny impression of being in prison rather than in a safe
l?a_ven; the freedom of the street beckoned from the outside, tanta-
lizingly inaccessible just as the dreamt-of security of the in;agined
home tends to be today. If the seductive security of chez soi is
hovyever, projected on a big enough screen, no ‘outside’ liable tc;
spoil t.he fun is left. The ideal community is a compleat mappa
mund.z: a total world, supplying everything one may need to lead a
meaningful and rewarding life. By focusing on what pains the home-
less most, the communitarian remedy of the passage (masquerading
as return) to a total and totally consistent world is made to look like
a truly radical solution of all, present and future, troubles; other
worries look small and insignificant by comparison. ’
~ That communal world is complete in so far as all the rest is
1rrele\{ant§ more exactly, hostile - a wilderness full of ambushes and
conspiracies and bristling with enemies wielding chaos as their
main weapons. The inner harmony of the communal world shines
?nd glitters against the background of the obscure and tangled
jungle \_;vhich starts on the other side of the turnpike. It is there. to
Fhat yvﬂderness, that people huddling in the warmth of sha,red
identity dump (or hope to banish) the fears which prompted them
to seek' communal shelter. In Jock Young’s words, ‘The desire to
Flerpomze others is based on the ontological uncertainties’ of those
inside.’ An ‘inclusive community’ would be a contradiction in terms.
Commuqal fraternity would be incomplete, perhaps unthinkable
but certainly unviable, without that inborn fratricidal inclination.

Nationalism, mark 2

The community of the communitarian gospel is either an ethnic
community or a community imagined after the pattern of an ethnic
one. This choice of archetype has its good reasons.

First, the ‘ethnicity’, unlike any other foundation of human unity,
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has the advantage of ‘naturalizing history’, of presenting the cul-,
tural as ‘a fact of nature’, freedom as ‘understood (and accepted)
necessity’. Ethnic belonging spurs into action: one must choose
loyalty to one’s nature — one needs to try hard and with no time to
rest to live up to the set model and thus make a contribution to its
preservation. The model itself, however, is not a matter of choice.
The choice is not between different referents of belonging, but
between belonging and rootlessness, home and homelessness, be-
ing and nothingness. This is precisely the dilemma which the
communitarian gospel wishes (needs) to hammer home.
Second, the nation-state promoting the principle of ethnic unity
overriding all other loyalties was the only ‘success story’ of com-
munity in modern times or, rather, the sole entity which made the
bid to a community status with any degree of conviction and effect.
The idea of ethnicity (and ethnic homogeneity) as the legitimate
basis of unity and self-assertion has been thereby given a historical
grounding. Contemporary communitarianism naturally hopes to
capitalize on that tradition; given the present-day wobbliness of
state sovereignty and the evident need for someone to take over the
banner falling out of the state’s hands, the hope is not entirely
unwarranted. Yet it is easy to observe that drawing parallels be-
tween the accomplishment of the nation-state and communitarian
ambitions has its limits. The nation-state, after all, owed its success
to the suppression of self-asserting communities; it fought tooth
and nail against ‘parochialism’, local customs or ‘dialects’, pro-
moting a unified language and historical memory at the expense of
communal traditions; the more determined the state-initiated
and state-supervised Kulturkimpfe, the fuller the nation-state suc-
cess in the production of a ‘natural community’. Moreover, na-
tion-states (unlike the present-day communities-in-waiting) did not
sit down to the task bare-handed and would not think of relying
just on the power of indoctrination. Their effort had a powerful
support in the legal enforcement of official language, school cur-
ricula and the unified system of law, which the communities-in-
waiting lack and are nowhere near acquiring.

It was argued well before the recent rise of communitarianism
that there was a precious gem inside the ugly and prickly carapace
of modern nation-building. Isaiah Berlin suggested that there are
human and ethically praiseworthy sides to the modern ‘homeland’
apart from its cruel and potentially gory side. Fairly popular is the
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distinction made between patriotism and nationalism. More often
than not, the patriotism of that opposition is the ‘marked’ member
of the couple, the unsavoury realities of nationalism being cast as
the ‘unmarked’ member: patriotism, more postulated than empiri-
cally given, is what nationalism (if tamed, civilized and ethically
ennobled) could be but is not. Patriotism is described through the
negation of the most disliked and shameful traits of known nation-
alisms. Leszek Kotakowski® suggests that, while the nationalist
wants to assert the tribal existence through aggression and hatred
of others, believes that all the mishaps of his own nation are the
outcome of a strangers’ plot and holds a grudge against all other
nations for failing to admire properly and otherwise give its due to
his own tribe, the patriot is marked by ‘benevolent tolerance of
cultural variety and particularly of ethnic and religious minorities’,
as well as by his readiness to tell his own nation things it would not
savour or enjoy hearing. Though this distinction is fine and mor-
ally and intellectually laudable, its value is somewhat weakened by
the fact that what is opposed here is not so much two options
equally likely to be embraced, as a noble idea and an ignoble
reality. Most people who wished their appointed brethren to be
patriots would in all likelihood decry the features ascribed here to
the patriotic stance as evidence of two-facedness, national betrayal
or worse. Such features - tolerance of difference, hospitality to
minorities and courage to tell the truth, however unpleasant — are
most widespread in the lands where patriotism’ is not a ‘problem’;
in societies secure enough in their republican citizenship not to
worry about patriotism as a problem, let alone to view it as an
urgent task.

Bernard Yack, the editor of Liberalism without Hlusions (Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1996), was not therefore out of order
when in his polemics against Maurizio Viroli, the author of For
Love of Country: An Essay on Patriotism and Nationalism (Ox-
ford University Press, 1995), he paraphrased Hobbes to coin an
aphorism. ‘Nationalism is patriotism misliked and patriotism, na-
tionalism liked.”” Indeed, there are reasons to conclude that there is
little else to distinguish between nationalism and patriotism, ex-
cept our enthusiasm for their manifestations or its absence or the
degree of shame-facedness or guilty conscience with which we
admit or deny them. It is the naming that makes the difference, and
the difference made is mainly rhetorical, distinguishing not the
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substance of talked-about phenomena, but the ways we Falk aboqt_
sentiments or passions that are otherwise esscnt{ally 51m.11ar. But it
is the nature of sentiments and passions and their beh.avnoural and
political consequences that count and affect the quality of human
cohabitation, not the words we use to narrate them. Looking back
at the deeds of which the patriotic stories tell, Yack concludes that
whenever lofty patriotic feelings have ‘risen to thg level of sha.red
passion’ ‘it has been a fierce rather than ger.ltle passion that patriots
have displayed’, and that patriots could display over the centuries
‘many memorable and useful virtues, but gentlenes’s and sympathy
towards outsiders are not prominent among them’. . -
There is no denying, though, the significance of the dxfferenf:e in
rhetorics, nor its occasionally poignant pragmatic reverbex;atlpns,.
One rhetoric is made to the measure of the discourse of bemg ,
another to that of ‘becoming’. ‘Patriotism’ on the wh.ole' pays trib-
ute to the modern creed of the ‘unfinishedness’, the pliability (more
to the point, the ‘reformability’) of humans: it may tberf:fore d'e-
clare with a clear conscience (whether or not the promise is kept‘ in
practice) that the call to ‘close ranks’ is an open and standing
invitation: that joining ranks is a matter of ch01ces.made, and t}}at
all that is required is that one makes the right choxce. and remains
loyal to it through thick and thin for ever aft'er. ‘Natlonal‘lsm ,on
the other hand, is more like the Calvinist version of sa'lvatnon or St
Augustine’s idea of free will: it puts little trust in choice - you are
either ‘one of us’ or you are not, and in either case you can do htfle,
perhaps nothing at all, to change it.'In the qatlona}xst narratn;a,
‘belonging’ is a fate, not a chosen destiny or a life project. It may be
a matter of biological heredity, as in the now rather outmoded a!nd
unpractised racist version of nationali§m, or pf cultura! hergdlty,
as in the presently fashionable ‘culturalist’ variant of natlonall§m -
but in either case the matter has been decided well before FhlS or
another person started to walk and talk, so thaF the sole chpxce left
to the individual is between embracing the verdict of fate.wuh both
arms and in good faith and rebelling against the verdict and so
becoming a traitor to one’s calllng. o
This difference between patriotism and nanonah.sm tends‘ to
reach beyond mere rhetoric into the. realm of political practlc;::.
Following Claude Lévi-Strauss’s terminology, we may say that the
first formula is more likely to inspire ‘anthrgpc?phaglc strategies
(‘eating up’ the strangers so that they are assimilated by the body
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of t.he eatcr-and become identical with its other cells having lost
their own qlstinctiveness), while the second associate; more often
tban not with the ‘anthropoemic’ strategy of ‘vomiting’ and ‘spit-
ting out’ those ‘unfit to be us’, either isolating them by incarcefat-
ing them inside the visible walls of the ghettos or the invisible
(Fhough no less tangible for this reason) walls of cultural prohibi-
tions, or by rounding them up, deporting them or forcing them to
run away, as in the practice currently given the name of ethnic
clea.msmg. It would be prudent, however, to remember that the
!oglc of thought is seldom binding on the logic of deeds, that there
is therefore no one-to-one relation between rhetorics anc’i practices,

and so each of the two strategi in ei
: gies may be wrapped in eith
two rhetorics. PP er of the

Unity - through similarity or difference?

‘We’ of the patriotic/nationalist creed means people like us; ‘they’ —
means people who are different from us. Not that ‘we’ are i,dentiycal
In every respect; there are differences between ‘us’ alongside the
common features, but the similarities dwarf, defuse and neutralize |
tl.lell.‘ impact. The aspect in which we are all alike is decidedly more
significant snd consequential than everything that sets us apart
fr.om one another; significant enough to outweigh the impact o%) the
d}fferences when it comes to taking a stand. And not that ‘they’
dlffer frqm us in every respect; but they differ in one respect whic}il
1s more important than all the others, important enough to pre-
clude a common stand and render genuine solidarity unlikely what-
ever t'he similarities that make us alike. It is a typically either/or
situation: the boundaries dividing ‘us’ from ‘them’ are clearly drawn
and easy to spot, since the certificate of ‘belonging’ contains just
&ne r.ubrlc,dand the questionnaire which those applying for ]the
‘yglgiync(:)a’ranz;:;;:qunred to fill in contains but one question and a
‘ Let.: us note Fhat t‘he question of which of the differences is
crucial’ — that is, which one is the kind of difference that matters
more than.any similarity and makes all common feature seem
small apd 1gsigniﬁcant (the difference that makes the hostility-
generating division an open-and-shut case well before the start of
the meeting in which the eventuality of unity could be discussed) —

is minor and above all derivative, most often an afterthought,
rather than the starting point of argument. As Frederick Barth -
explained, borders do not acknowledge and register the already
existing estrangement; they are drawn, as a rule, before the es-
trangement is brought about. First there is a conflict, a desperate
attempt to set ‘us’ apart from ‘them’; then the traits keenly spied
out among ‘them’ are taken to be the proof and the source of a
strangehood that bears no conciliation. Human beings being as
they are multi-faceted creatures having many attributes, it is not
difficult to find such traits once the search has started in earnest.
Nationalism locks the door, pulls out the door-knockers and
disables the doorbells, declaring that only those who are inside
have the right to be there and settle there for good. Patriotism is, at
least on the face of it, more tolerant, hospitable and forthcoming -
it passes the buck to those who ask admission. And yet the ultimate
result is, more often than not, remarkably similar. Neither the
patriotic nor the nationalist creed admits the possibility that peo-
ple may belong together while staying attached to their differences,
cherishing and cultivating them or that their togetherness, far from
requiring similarity or promoting it as the value to be coveted and
pursued, actually benefits from the variety of life-styles, ideals and
knowledge while adding more strength and substance to what
makes them what they are — and that means, to what makes them
different.
Bernard Crick quotes from the Politics of Aristotle his idea of a
‘good polis’, articulated in defiance of Plato’s dream of one truth,
one unified standard of righteousness, binding all:

There is a point at which a polis, by advancing in unity, will cease to
be a polis; but will none the less come near to losing its essence, and
will thus be a worse polis. It is as if you were to turn harmony into
mere unison, or to reduce a theme to a single beat. The truth is that
the polis is an aggregate of many members.

In his commentary, Crick advances the idea of a kind of unity
which neither patriotism nor nationalism is eager to support and
more often than not would actively resent: a kind of unity which
assumes that civilized society is inherently pluralistic, that living
together in such a society means negotiation and conciliation of
‘naturally different’ interests, and that ‘It is normally better to
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conciliate differing interests than to coerce and oppress them per-
petually:*® in other words, that the pluralism of modern civilized
society is not just a ‘brute fact’ which can be disliked or even
detested but (alas) not wished away, but a good thing and fortu-
nate circumstance, as it offers benefits much in excess of the dis-
comforts and inconveniences it brings, widens horizons for humanity
and multiplies the chances of life altogether more prepossessing
than the conditions any of its alternatives may deliver. We may say
that, in a stark opposition to either the patriotic or the nationalistic
- faith, the most promising kind of unity is one which is achieved,
and achieved daily anew, by confrontation, debate, negotiation
and compromise between values, preferences and chosen ways of
life and self-identifications of many and different, but always self-
determining, members of the polis. .

This is, essentially, the republican model of unity, of an emer-
gent unity which is a joint achievement of the agents engaged in
self-identification pursuits, a unity which is an outcome, not an g
priori given condition, of shared life, a unity put together through
negotiation and reconciliation, not the denial, stifling or smother-
ing out of differences.

This, I wish to propose, is the sole variant of unity (the only
formula of togetherness) which the conditions of liquid modern-
ity render compatible, plausible and realistic. Once the beliefs,
values and styles have all been ‘privatized’ — decontextualized or
‘disembedded’, with the sites offered for re-embedding reminiscent
more of motel accommodation than of a permanent (mortgage
loan repaid) home - identities cannot but look fragile, temporary
and ‘until further notice’, and devoid of all defences except the
skills and determination of the agents to hold them tight and
protect them from erosion. The volatility of identities, so to speak,
stares the residents of liquid modernity in the face. And so does the
choice that logically follows it: to learn the difficult art of living
with difference or to bring about, by hook or by crook, such
conditions as would make that learning no longer necessary. As
Alain Touraine put it recently, the present state of society signals
‘the end of definition of the human being as a social being, defined
by his or her place in society which determines his or her behaviour
or action’, and so the defence by social actors of their ‘cultural and
psychological specificity’ cannot but be conducted with ‘conscious-
ness that the principle of their combination can be found within

the individual, and no longer in social institutions or universalistic
inciples’.® .
pr}lr"llclepnews concerning the condition about which theorists theo-
rize and philosophers philosophize is daily hammer‘ed home by thp
joint forces of the popular arts, whether appearing under. their
proper name of fiction or disguised as ‘true stories’. As the viewers
of the film Elizabeth I are informed, even being tl}e Quet;n of
England is a matter of self—assertion.an_d 'self-c.re.at'lop; bemﬁ 3
daughter of Henry VIII takes a lot of individual initiative bac ed
by cunning and determination. To force the quarrelsc?me an
incalcitrant courtiers to kneel and bow, and above .all to listen and
obey, the future Gloriana needs to buy a lot of paint for make?up
and change her hair-style, the head-dress anq the rest of her attire.
There is no assertion but self-assertion, no identity but made-up
identity. '
ldelt atl}l, boils down, to be sure, to the strength of Fhe agent in
question: The defence weapons are not uniforrr}ly available, and it
stands to reason that weaker, poorly armed ipdxylfiuals Would seek
in the power of numbers redress for their mdmdpal impotence.
Given the varying width of the universally experienced gap be-
tween the condition of the ‘individual de jure’ anfi the chance to
obtain the ‘individual de facto’ status, the same ﬂulq modern envi-
ronment may - and will - favour a variety of surv‘lval strategies.
The ‘we’, as Richard Sennett insists, is nowac.lays an act of self-
protection. The desire for community is defensive . . . To be sure, it
is almost a universal law that “we” can be used as a defens; against
confusion and dislocation.” But ~ and this is a most c'ruc1al_but -
when that desire for community ‘is expressed as rejection of immi-
grants and other outsiders’, it is because

current politics based on the desire for refuge takes aim more at the
weak, those who travel the circuits of the glgbal labour market,
rather than at the strong, those institutions which set poor workers
in motion or make use of their relative deprivatiop. The IBM pro-
grammers . . . in one important way transcendec! this d.efenswe sense
of community, when they ceased blaming their Indian peers and
their Jewish president.1

‘In one important way,” perhaps — but, let me add, in one only, a.md
not necessarily the most significant either. The lmpuls‘e to \{Vltl"l-
draw from risk-ridden complexity into the shelter of uniformity is
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universal; it is only the ways to act on that impulse that differ, and
they tend to differ in direct proportion to the means and resources
available to the actors. The better-off, like the IBM programmers,
comfortable in their cyberspatial enclave but much less immune to
the vagaries of fate in the difficult to ‘virtualize’, physical sector of
the social world, can afford the costs of high-tech moats and draw-
bridges to keep the dangers at arm’s length. Guy Nafilyah, the head
of a leading developer company in France, observed that “The
Frenchmen are uneasy, they are afraid of neighbours, except those
who resemble them.” Jacques Patigny, the president of the Na-
tional Association of the Accommodation Renters, concurs, and
sees the future in ‘peripheral closure and filtering of access’ to
residential areas by magnetic cards and guards. The future belongs
to ‘archipelagos of islands dotted along the axes of commun-
ication’. The cut-off and fenced-off, truly exterritorial residential
areas equipped with intricate intercom systems, ubiquitous video-
surveillance cameras and heavily armed guards on twenty-four-
hours-a-day beats are cropping up all around Toulouse, as they
have done already some time ago in the USA and as they do in ever
growing numbers all over the affluent part of the fast globalizing
world." The heavily guarded enclaves bear a remarkable resem-
blance to the ethnic ghettoes of the poor. They differ, though, in
one seminal respect: they have been freely chosen as a privilege one
is expected to pay an arm and leg for. And the security men who
guard the access have been legally hired and so carry their guns
with the full approval of the law.
Richard Sennett offers a psycho-sociological gloss to the trend:

The image of the community is purified of all that may convey a
feeling of difference, let alone conflict, in who “we’ are. In this way
the myth of community solidarity is a purification ritual . . . What is
distinctive about this mythic sharing in communities is that people
feel they belong to each other, and share together, because they are
the same ... The ‘we’ feeling, which expresses the desire to be
similar, is a way for men to avoid the necessity of looking deeper
into each other.??

Like so many other modern undertakings of public powers, the
dream of purity has been in the era of liquid modernity deregulated
and privatized; acting on that dream has been left to private —
local, group - initiative. The protection of personal safety is now a

Community 181

personal matter, and local authorities and local police are at hand
to help with their advice, while land developers would gladly take"
over the worry from those who are able to pay for their services.
Measures undertaken personally - singly or severally — need to be
on a par with the urge which prompted their search. According to
the common rules of mythical reasoning, the metonymical is reforged
into the metaphorical: the wish to repel and push back the osten-
sible dangers adjacent to the endangered body is transmogrified
into the urge to make the ‘outside’ similar, ‘alike’ or identical with
the outside, to remake the ‘out there’ after the likeness of the ‘in
here’; the dream of the ‘community of similarity’ is, essentially, a
projection of 'amour de so:.

It is also a frantic bid to avoid confrontation with vexing ques-
tions without a good answer: the question whether that self, fright-
ened and lacking in self-confidence, is worth loving in the first
place, and whether it deserves therefore to serve as the design for
refurbishing its habitat and as the standard to assess and measure
the acceptable identity. In a ‘community of similarity’ such un-
pleasant questions won’t, we hope, be asked, and so the credibility
of the safety obtained through purification will never be put to the
test.

In another place (In Search of Politics, Polity Press, 1999) I have
discussed the ‘unholy trinity’ of uncertainty, insecurity and unsafety,
each one generating anxiety all the more acute and painful for
being unsure of its provenance; whatever its origin, the accumulat-
ing steam desperately seeks an outlet, and with the access to the
sources of uncertainty and insecurity blocked or out of reach, all
the pressure shifts elsewhere, to fall ultimately on the tantalizingly
thin and friable valve of bodily, domestic and environmental safety.
As a result, the ‘safety problem’ tends to be chronically overloaded
with worries and cravings it can neither carry away nor unload.
The unholy alliance results in the perpetual thirst for more safety, a
thirst which no practical measures can quell since they are bound
to leave the primary and perpetually prolific sources of uncertainty
and insecurity, those main suppliers of anxiety, untouched and
intact.
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Security at a price

Going through the writings of the born-again apostles of the
communitarian cult, Phil Cohen concluded that the communities
they extol and recommend as the cure for their contemporaries’ life
troubles are more like orphanages, prisons or mad houses than
sites of potential liberation. Cohen is right; but the potential for
liberation was never the communitarians’ concern; the troubles
which it was hoped the would-be communities would heal were
sediments of the liberation’s excesses, of a liberation potential too
big for comfort. In the long and inconclusive search for the right
balance between freedom and security, communitarianism stood
fast on the side of the latter. It also accepted that the two cherished
human values are at odds and cross-purposes, that one cannot
have more of one without surrendering a bit, perhaps even a large
chunk, of another. One possibility which the communitarians will
not admit is that broadening and entrenching human freedoms
may add to the sum total of human security, that freedom and
security may grow together, let alone that each may grow only if
growing together with the other.

The vision of community, let me repeat, is that of an island of
homely and cosy tranquillity in a sea of turbulence and inhospital-
ity. It tempts and seduces, prompting the admirers to refrain from
looking too closely, since the eventuality of ruling the waves and
taming the sea has already been deleted from the agenda as a
proposition both suspect and unrealistic. Being the only shelter
offers the vision an added value, and that value goes on being
added to as the stock exchange where other life values are traded
grows ever more capricious and unpredictable.

As a safe investment (or, rather, an investment less blatantly
risky than others), the value of the community shelter has no
serious competitors except, perhaps, the body of the investor —
now, unlike in the past, the element of the Lebenswelt with an
ostensibly longer (indeed, incomparably longer) life-expectation
than that of any of its trappings and casings. As before, the body
remains mortal and so transient, but its mortality-bound brevity
seems like eternity when compared with the volatility and ephem-
erality of all reference frames, orientation points, classifications
and evaluations which liquid modernity puts on and takes off the
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display windows and shop-shelves. Family workmates, class, neigh-
bours are all too fluid to imagine their permanence and credit them
with the capacity of reliable reference frames. The hope that ‘we
will meet again tomorrow’, the belief which used to offer all the
reasons needed to think ahead, to act long-term and to weave the
steps, one by one, into a carefully designed trajectory of t}}e tem-
porary, incurably mortal life, has lost much of its credibility; the
probability that what one will meet tomorrow will be oge’s own
body immersed in quite different or radically changed family, class,
neighbourhood and the company of other workmates is nowadays
much more credible and so a safer bet.

In an essay which reads today like a letter sent to posterity from
the land of solid modernity, Emile Durkheim suggested that only
‘Actions which have a lasting quality are worthy of our volition,
only pleasures which endure are worthy of our desires.” This was
indeed the lesson which solid modernity hammered into the heads
of its denizens with good results, but it sounds outlandish and
hollow to contemporary ears - though perhaps less bizarre than
the practical advice Durkheim derived from that lesson. Having
asked what seemed to him a purely rhetorical question, ‘Of what
value are our individual pleasures, which are so empty and short?’,
he hastened to put his readers’ qualms to rest, pointing out that,
fortunately, we are not abandoned to the chase after such pleasures
— ‘because societies are infinitely more long-lived than individuals’,
“They permit us to taste satisfactions which are not merely ePhem-
eral.’ Society, in Durkheim’s view (quite credible at his time) is that
body ‘under whose protection’ to shelter from the horror of one’s
own transience.’!?

The body and its satisfactions have not become less ephemeral
since the time when Durkheim sang the glory of durable social
institutions. The snag, though, is that everything else — and those
social institutions most prominently — has now become more ephem-
eral yet than the ‘body and its satisfactions’. Length of life is a
comparative notion, and the mortal body is now perhaps Fhe
longest-living entity around (in fact, the sole entity whose life-
expectation tends to increase over the years). The bodx, one may
say, has become the last shelter and sanctuary of continuity and
duration; whatever ‘long-term’ may mean, it can hardly exceed
the limits drawn by bodily mortality. It is becoming safety’s last
line of trenches, trenches which are exposed to constant enemy
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bombardment, or the last oasis among wind-swept moving sands.
Hence the rabid, obsessive, feverish and overwrought concern with
the defence of the body. The boundary between the body and the
world outside is among the most vigilantly policed of contempo-
rary frontiers. The body orifices (the points of entry) and the body
surfaces (the places of contact) are now the primary foci of terror
and anxiety generated by the awareness of mortality. No longer do
they share the load with other foci (except, perhaps, the ‘commu-
nity’).

The body’s new primacy is reflected in the tendency to shape the
image of community (the community of certainty-cum-security
dreams, the community as the greenhouse of safety) after the pat-
tern of the ideally protected body: to visualize it as an entity homo-
geneous and harmonious on the inside, thoroughly cleansed of all
foreign, ingestion-resistant substances, all points of entry closely
watched, controlled and guarded, but heavily armed on the outside
and encased in impenetrable armour. The boundaries of the postu-
lated community, like the outer limits of the body, are to divide the
realm of trust and loving care from the wilderness of risk, suspi-
cion and perpetual vigilance. The body and the postulated commu-
nity alike are velvety on the inside and prickly and thorny on the
outside. :

Body and community are the last defensive outposts on the
increasingly deserted battlefield on which the war for certainty,
security and safety is waged daily with little, if any, respite. They
need now to perform the tasks once divided among many bastions
and stockades. More depends on them now than they are able to
carry, and so they are likely to deepen, rather than to allay, the
fears which prompted the seekers of security to run to them for
shelter.

The new loneliness of body and community is the result of a
wide set of seminal changes subsumed under the rubric of liquid
modernity. One change in the set is, however, of particular im-
portance: the renunciation, phasing out or selling off by the state of
all the major appurtenances of its role as the principal (perhaps
even monopolistic) purveyor of certainty and security, followed

by its refusal to endorse the certainty/security aspirations of its
subjects.
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After the nation-state

In modern times, the nation was ‘another face’ of the state and the
principal weapon in its bid for sovereignty over t.h‘e territory and its
population. A good deal of the nation’s credibility and its attrac-
tion as the warrant of safety and durability has been derived from
its intimate association with the state, and - through the state —
with the actions aimed at laying the certainty and security of citi-
zens on a durable and trustworthy, since collectively insured, fopn-
dation. Under the new conditions little can be gained by the nation
from its close links with the state. The state may not expect much
from the mobilizing potential of the nation which it needs less. and
less as the mass conscript armies held together by.the feverishly
beefed-up patriotic frenzy are replaced by the elitist and coldl'y
professional high-tech units, while the wealth of the country is
measured not so much by the quality, quantity and morale of its
labour force, as by the country’s attractiveness to coolly mercenary
forces of global capital.

C’In a stagte that ispno longer the secure bridge leading b'eyqnfl the
confinement of individual mortality, a call to sacrifice ‘mdlvxdual
well-being, let alone individual life, for the preservation or the
undying glory of the state sounds vacuous and mcrgasmg.ly blZarl‘?,
if not amusing. The centuries-long romance of nation with state is
drawing to an end; not so much a divorce as a ‘living together
arrangement is replacing the consecrated marital togetherness
grounded in unconditional loyalty. Partners are now frec to look
elsewhere and enter other alliances; their partnership is no longer
the binding pattern for proper and acceptable condgct. We may
say that the nation, which used to offer the subgtltute for the
absent community at the era of Gesellschaft, now drifts back to the
left-behind Gemeinschaft in search of a pattern to emulate and- to
model itself after. The institutional scaffolding capable of holqlng
the nation together is thinkable increasingly as a dg-it-yourself job.
It is the dreams of certainty and security, not their matter-of_—fac?t
and routinized provision, that should prompt the orphaned indi-
viduals to huddle under the nation’s wings while chasing the stub-
bornly elusive safety. ‘

Of salvaging the certainty-and-security services pf t.he state there

seem to be little hope. The freedom of state politics is relentlessly
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eroded by the new global powers armed with the awesome weap-
ons of exterritoriality, speed of movement and evasion/escape abil-
ity; retribution for violating the new global brief is swift and
merciless. Indeed, the refusal to play the game by the new global
rules is the most mercilessly punishable crime, which the state
powers, tied to the ground by their own territorially defined sover-
eignty, must beware of committing and avoid at all cost.

More often than not, the punishment is economic. Insubordin-
ate governments, guilty of protectionist policies or generous public
provisions for the ‘economically redundant’ sectors of their popula-
tions and of recoiling from leaving the country at the mercy of
‘global financial markets’ and ‘global free trade’, would be refused
loans or denied reduction of their debrts; local currencies would be
made global lepers, speculated against and pressed to devalue;
local stocks would fall head down on the global exchanges; the
country would be cordoned off by economic sanctions and told to
be treated by past and future trade partners as a global pariah;
global investors would cut their anticipated losses, pack up their
belongings and withdraw their assets, leaving local authorities to
clean up the debris and bail out the victims out of their added
misery.

Occasionally, though, the punishment would not be confined to
the ‘economic measures’. Particularly obstinate governments (but
not too strong to resist for long) would be taught an exemplary
lesson intended to warn and frighten their potential imitators. If
the daily, routine demonstration of the global forces’ superiority
appeared insufficient to force the state to see reason and to co-
operate with the new ‘world order’, the military might would be
deployed: the superiority of speed over slowness, of the ability to
escape over the need to engage, of exterritoriality over locality, all
would be spectacularly manifested with the help, this time, of
armed forces specialized in hit-and-run tactics and the strict sepa-
ration of ‘lives to be saved’ and lives unworthy of saving.

Whether as an ethical act the way the war against Yugoslavia
was conducted was right and proper is open to discussion. That
war made sense, though, as the ‘promotion of global economic
order by other than political means’. The strategy selected by the
attackers worked well as the spectacular display of the new global
hierarchy and the new rules of the game which sustain it. If not for
its thousands of quite real ‘casualties’ and a country cast into ruin
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and deprived of livelihood and self-regenerat.ive.ability fqr many
years to come, one would be tempted to decribe it as a sui generis
‘symbolic war’; the war itself, its strategy and tactics was (con-
sciously or subconsciously) a symbol of the emergent power re-
lationship. The medium was indeed the message.

As a teacher of sociology, 1 kept repeating to my s.ttfd‘ent's, year
in, year out, the standard version of the ‘history of c'1v1hzatnon as
marked by a gradual yet relentless rise of sedent.armess al}d the
eventual victory of the settled over the nomads; it went without
further argument that the defeated nomads were, in their essence,
the regressive and anti-civilizational force. Jim MacLo‘ughlm h'as
recently unpacked the meaning of that victory, sketching a brief
history of the treatment accorded to the ‘npgadsj by the seden_tary
populations within the orbit of modern c1v1hzat10.n..14 NOIf‘ladlSm,
he points out, was seen and treated as ‘characteristics of bafbg-
rous” and underdeveloped societies’. Nomads were defined as primi-
tive, and, from Hugo Grotius on, there was a parallel drawn between
‘primitive’ and ‘natural’ (that is, uncouth, raw, pre-cultural, un-
civilized): ‘the development of laws, cultural progress and the en-
hancement of civilization were all intimately linked to the evolution
and improvement of man-land relations over tin?e and across space’.
To make a long story short: progress was identified with thg aban-
donment of nomadism in favour of the sedentary way qf life. All
that, to be sure, happened at the time of heavy modernity, whqn
domination implied direct and tight engagement and meant terri-
torial conquest, annexation and colonization. The founfier and the
main theorist of ‘diffusionism’ (a view of history once highly popu-
lar in the empires’ capitals), Friedrich Ratzel, thg preacher gf the
‘rights of the stronger’ which he thought were e.th-lc.:all)_' superior as
much as inescapable in view of the rarity of c1v1l1z:?1tnona1 genius
and commonality of passive immitation, grasped precisely .th.e mood
of the time when he wrote at the threshold of the colonialist cen-
tury that

The struggle for existence means a struggle for space .- A superior
people, invading the territory of its weaker savage neighbours, rol?s
them of their land, forces them back into corners too small for their
support, and continues to encroach even upon their meagre posses-
sion, till the weaker finally loses the last remnants of its domain, is
literally crowded off the earth ... The superiority of such expan-
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sionists consisfs primarily in their greater ability to appropriate,
thoroughly utilize and populate territory.

Clear!y, no more. The game of domination in the era of liquid
modernity is not played between the ‘bigger’ and the ‘smaller’, but
between the quicker and the slower. Those who are able to acceler-
ate b.eyond the catching power of their opponents rule. When
velpcnty means domination, the ‘appropriation, utilization and popu-
lathn of territory’ becomes a handicap - a liability, not an asset.
Takmg over under one’s own jurisdiction and even more the an-
nexation of someone else’s land imply capital-intensive, cumber-
some afld unprofitable chores of administration and policing
respons.lbilities, commitments — and, above all, cast considerable’
constraint on one’s future freedom to move.

It is far from clear whether more hit-and-run-style wars will be
undertaken, in view of the fact that the first attempt ended up in
fmmobilizing the victors - burdening them with the cumbersome
jobs _of grognd occupation, local engagements and managerial and
aslmmlstratlve responsibilities quite out of tune with liquid moder-
mt.y_’s techniques of power. The might of the global elite rests on its
ablh.ty to escape local commitments, and globalization is meant
precisely to avoid such necessities, to divide tasks and functions in
such a way as to burden local authorities, and them only, with the
role of guardians of law and (local) order. ’

Inc!eec!, one can see many signals of the tide of ‘second thoughts’
swellm.g in the camp of the victors: the strategy of the ‘global police
force’ is subject once more to an intense critical scrutiny. Among
the.functions which the global elite would rather leave to the
nation-states-turned-local-police-precincts a growing number of
influential voices would include the efforts to solye gory neigh-
bourly conflicts; the solution to such conflicts, we hear, should be
also ‘decongested’ and ‘decentralized’, reallocated down in the
global hierarchy, human rights or no human rights, and passed
over ‘where it belongs’, to the local warlords and the weapons they
command thanks to the generosity or ‘well understood economic
interest’ of global companies and of governments intent on pro-
moting globalization. For instance, Edward N. Luttwak Senior
Fellow at the American Center for Strategic and Internationai Studies
and for many years a reliable barometer of changing Pentagon
moods, has appealed in the July-August 1999 issue of Foreign
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Affairs (described by the Guardian as ‘the most influential period-
ical in print’) to ‘give war a chance’. Wars, according to Luttwak,
are not altogether bad, since they lead to peace. Peace, though, will
come only ‘when all belligerents become exhausted or when one
wins decisively’. The worst thing (and NATO did just such a thing)
is to stop them midway, before the shoot-out ends in mutual ex-
haustion or the incapacitation of one of the warring parties. In
such cases conflicts are not resolved, but merely temporarily fro-
zen, and the adversaries use the time of truce to rearm, redeploy
and rethink their tactics. So, for your own and their sake, do not
interfere ‘in other people’s wars’.

Luttwak’s appeal may well fall on many willing and grateful
ears. After all, as the ‘promotion of globalization by other means’
goes, abstaining from intervention and allowing the war of attri-
tion to reach its ‘natural end’ would have brought the same bene-
fits without the nuisance of direct engagement in ‘other people’s
wars’, and particularly in their awkward and unwieldy conse-
quences. To placate the conscience aroused by the imprudent deci-
sion to wage war under a humanitarian banner, Luttwak points
out the obvious inadequacy of military involvement as a means to
an end: ‘Even a large-scale disinterested intervention can fail to
achieve its ostensibly humanitarian aim. One wonders whether the
Kosovars would have been better off had NATO simply done
nothing.” It would probably have been better for the NATO forces
to go on with their daily drills and leave the locals to do what the
locals had to do.

What caused the second thoughts and prompted the victors to
regret the interference (officially proclaimed a success) was their
failure to escape the selfsame eventuality which the hit-and-run
campaign was meant to ward off: the need for invasion and for the
occupation and administration of conquered territory. By the para-
troopers’ landing and settling in Kosovo the belligerents had been
prevented from shooting themselves to death, but the task of keep-
ing them at a safe distance from the shooting range brought the
NATO forces ‘from heaven to earth’ and embroiled them with
responsibility for the messy realities on the ground. Henry Kissinger,
a sober and perceptive analyst and the grandmaster of politics
understood (in a somewhat old-fashioned way) as the art of
the possible, warned against another blunder of shouldering the
responsibility for the recovery of the lands devastated by the
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bombers’ war.!s That plan, Kissinger points out, ‘risks turning into
an open-ended commitment toward ever deeper involvement, cast-
ing us in the role of gendarme of a region of passionate hatreds and
where we have few strategic interests’. And ‘involvement’ is pre-
cisely what the wars aimed to ‘promote globalization by other
means’ are meant to avoid! Civil administration, Kissinger adds,
would inevitably entail conflicts, and it will fall on the administra-
tors, as their costly and ethically dubious task, to resolve them by
force.

Thus far, there are few, if any, signs that the occupying forces
may acquit themselves in the conflict-resolution task any better
than those whom they bombed out and replaced on account of
their failure. In a sharp opposition to the fate of the refugees in
whose name the bombing campaign was launched, the daily lives
of returnees seldom get into the headlines, but the news which does
occasionally reach the readers and listeners of the media is omin-
ous. ‘A wave of violence and continued reprisals against Serbs and
the Roma minority in Kosovo threatens to undermine the prov-
ince’s precarious stability and leave it ethnically cleansed of Serbs
only a month after NATO’s troops took control’; reports Chris
Bird from Pristina.’* NATO forces on the ground seem lost and
helpless in the face of raging ethnic hatreds, which looked so easy
to ascribe to the malice aforethought of but one villain, and so to
resolve, when watched from the TV cameras installed on ultra-
sonic bombers.

Jean Clair, alongside many other observers, expects the immedi-
ate outcome of the Balkan war to be a profound and durable
destabilization of the whole area, and the implosion rather than
maturation of young and vulnerable, or still unborn, democracies of
the Macedonian, Albanian, Croatian or Bulgarian type.!” (Daniel
Vernet supplied his survey of the views expressed on that subject by
high-class Balkan political and social scientists with the title “The
Balkans face a risk of agony without end’.’®) But he also wonders
how the political void opened by cutting the roots of the nation-
states’ viability will be filled. Global market forces, jubilant at the
prospect of no longer being stemmed and obstructed, would prob-
ably step in, but they would not wish (or manage, if they wished)
to deputize for the absent or disempowered political authorities.
Nor would they necessarily be interested in the resurrection of a
strong and confident nation-state in full command of its territory.

‘Another Marshal plan’ is the most commonly suggested ans.wer‘
to the present quandary. It is not just the generals who are notorious
for constantly fighting the last victorious war. But one cannot pa}g
one’s way out of every predicament, hgwever lgrge the sums lai
aside for the purpose. The Balkan predicament is starkly dlfferen;
from that of the rebuilding by nation-states after Waxz World Ifo
their sovereignty together with the livelihood of thelr. citizens. Wh}alxt
we are facing in the Balkans after the Kosovo war is not only t e
task of material reconstruction almost from scratch (the ]ugoslavs
livelihood has been all but destroyed) but also the seething and
festering interethnic chauvinisms which have emerged from the wali
reinforced. The inclusion of the Balkans in the network of glgba
markets would not do much to assuage intolerance anfi hatrgd, since
it will add to, rather than detract from that insecgrxty which was
(and remains) the prime source of boiling tribal sentnne'nts.There is,
for instance, a real danger that the weakening of Serbian power to
resist will serve as a standing invitation to its neighbours to engage
in a new round of hostilities and ethnic cleansings. '

Given the NATO politicians’ unprepossessing anq off-putt.mgl
record of clumsy handling of the delicate and complex issues typica
of the Balkan ‘belt of mixed populations’ (as Hannah Arendt per-
ceptively called it), one can fear a further series of costly blgnde;ls.
One would not be wide of the mark either when suspecting the
imminence of a moment at which European leaders, .havmg ma}de
sure that no new wave of refugees and asylum-seekers is threatening
their affluent electorate, will lose their interest in the unmapageable
lands as they already have so many times before ~ in Somali, Sudan,
Rwanda, East Timor and Afghanistan. We may th_en be back at
square one, after a detour strewn with corpses. Ar;ton*na ]elyqzkova,
the director of the International Institute for Minority Studies, ex-
pressed this well (as quoted by Vernet): ‘One cannot solve.the ques};
tion of minorities with bombs. The blows let logse the devil on l?ot

sides.”” Taking the side of nationalistic vin'dicat.lons, NATO actloncsl
beefed up further the already frenzied r%a.tnonahsms of the area an
prepared the ground for the future repetitions of genocidal attempts.
One of the most gruesome consequences is that the mutual accom-
modation and friendly coexistence of languages, cultures and reli-
gions of the area have been made less likely than ever before. Whatev;r
the intentions, the outcomes go against the grain of what a truly
ethical undertaking would have us expect.
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The concl}lsion, preliminary as it is, is inauspicious. The at-
tempts to mitigate the tribal aggression through the new ‘global
Qohcc actions’ have thus far proved inconclusive at best, and more
hkgly counterproductive. The overall effects of the relentless glo-
be.lhzatlop have been sharply unbalanced: the injury of renewed
tribal strife has come first, while the medicine needed to heal it is,

at best, at the test (more likely the trial-and-error) stage. Globaliza-
tion appears to be much more successful in adding new vigour to

mterf:ommunal enmity and strife than in promoting the peaceful
coexistence of communities.

Filling the void

For thc? multinationals (that is, global companies with scattered
and shifting local interests and allegiancies), ‘the ideal world’ ‘is
one of no states, or at least of small rather than larger states’, Eric
Hobsbayvm observed. ‘Unless it has oil, the smaller the staté the
weaker it is, and the less money it takes to buy a government.,’

‘VVhe.lt we have today is in effect a dual system, the official one of the

national economies’ of states, and the real but largely unofficial one
of t1:ansnational units and institutions . . . [U]nlike the state with its
territory a}nd power, other elements of the ‘nation’ can be and easil
are overriden by the globalization of the economy. Ethnicity anzl,
langu.agc are the two obvious ones. Take away state power and
coercive force, and their relative insignificance is clear.?

f&s tbe globalization of the economy proceeds by leaps and bounds
'buyfl}g governments’, to be sure, is ever less necessary. The glaring’
inability of governments to balance the books with the resources
they .cox.ltrol (that is, the resources which they can be sure would
stay inside the realm of their jurisdiction whatever way of balan-
;lontgjthet books ;hey cho}s;e) would suffice to make the government
ust surrender to the inevi i

oy surrender | ‘gIObal:fvuable, but actively and keenly to

Anthony Giddens used the metaphor of the apocryphal ‘jugger-
naut’ to grasp the mechanism of world-wide ‘modernization’. The
same metgph(?r fits well the present-day globalization o% the
economy: it is increasingly difficult to separate the actors and their
passive objects, as most national governments vie with each other
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to implore, cajole or seduce the global juggernaut to change track
and roll first to the lands they administer. The few among them
who are too slow, dim-witted, myopic or just vainglorious to join
in the competition will either find themselves in dire trouble hav-
ing nothing to boast about when it comes to wooing their ‘voting
with the wallets’ electors, or be promptly condemned and ostra-
cized by the compliant chorus of ‘world opinion’ and then show-
ered with bombs or with threats of showering with bombs in order
to restore their good sense and prompt them to join or rejoin the
ranks.

If the principle of nation-states’ sovereignty is finally discredited
and removed from the statute-books of international law, if the
states’ power of resistance is effectively broken so that it needs no
longer to be seriously reckoned with in the global powers’ calcula-
tions, the replacement of the ‘world of nations’ by the supranational
order (a global political system of checks-and-balances to con-
strain and regulate the global economic forces) is but one - and
from today’s perspective not the most certain — of the possible
scenarios. The world-wide spread of what Pierre Bourdieu has
dubbed ‘the policy of precarization’ is equally, if not more, likely
to ensue. If the blow delivered to state sovereignty proves fatal
and terminal, if the state loses its monopoly of coercion (which
Max Weber and Norbert Elias alike considered to be its most
distinctive feature and, simultaneously, the sine gua non attribute
of modern rationality or civilized order), it does not necessarily
follow that the sum total of violence, including violence with po-
tentially genocidal consequences, will diminish; violence may be
only ‘deregulated’, descending from the state to the ‘community’
(neo-tribal) level.

In the absence of the institutional frame of ‘arboretic’ structures
(to use Deleuze/Guattari’s metaphor), sociality may well return to
its ‘explosive’ manifestations, spreading rhizomically and sprout-
ing formations of varying degree of durability, but invariably un-
stable, hotly contested and devoid of foundation to rely on — except
the passionate, frenetic actions of their adherents. The endemic
instability of the foundations would need to be compensated for.
An active (whether willing or enforced) complicity in the crimes
which only the continuous existence of an ‘explosive community’
may exonerate and effectively exempt from punishment is the most
suitable candidate to fill the vacancy. Explosive communities need
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violence to be born and need violence to go on living. They need
enemies who threaten their extinction and enemies to be collec-
tively persecuted, tortured and mutilated, in order to make every
member of the community into an accessory to what, in case the
battle were lost, would most certainly be declared a crime against
humanity, prosecuted and punished. \

In a long series of challenging studies (Des Choses cachées depuis
la fondation du monde; Le Bouc émissaire; La Violence et le sacré)
René Girard developed a comprehensive theory of the role of vio-
lence in the birth and perseverance of community. A violent urge is
always seething just under the calm surface of peaceful and friendly
co-operation; it needs to be channelled beyond the boundaries of
community to cut off the communal island of tranquillity, where
violence is prohibited. Violence, which would otherwise call the
bluff of communal unity, is thereby recycled into the weapon of
communal defence. In this recycled form it is indispensable; it
needs to be restaged ever again in the form of a sacrificial rite, for
which a surrogate victim is selected according to rules that are
hardly ever explicit, yet nevertheless strict. “There is a common
denominator that determines the efficacy of all sacrifices.’ This
common denominator is

internal violence - all the dissensions, rivalries, jealousies, and quar-
rels within the community that the sacrifices are designed to sup-
press. The purpose of the sacrifice is to restore harmony to the
community, to reinforce the social fabric.

What unites the numerous forms of ritualistic sacrifice is its
purpose of keeping alive the memory of the communal unity and
its precariousness. But to perform this role the ‘surrogate victim’,
the object sacrificed at the altar of communal unity, must be prop-
erly selected — and the rules of selection are as demanding as they
are precise. To be suitable for the sacrifice, the potential object
‘must bear a sharp resemblance to the human categories excluded
from the ranks of the “sacrificeable” ’ (that is, the humans as-
sumed to be the ‘insiders of the community’) ‘while still maintain-
ing a degree of difference that forbids all possible confusion’. The
candidates must be outside, but not too far; similar to ‘us rightful
community members’ yet unmistakably different. The act of sacri-
ficing these objects is meant, after all, to draw tight unsurpassable
boundaries between the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ of the community. It
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goes without saying that the categories from which victims are
regularly selected are

beings who are outside or on the fringe§ of s'oci!:t.y; prisqners of war%
slaves, pharmakos.. . . exterior or marginal mdm.duals, incapable o
establishing or sharing the social bonds that_lmk tl.xe rest of the
inhabitants. Their status as foreigners or enemies, .th?ll‘ servile con-
dition, or simply their age prevents thes_e future victims from fully
integrating themselves into the community.

The absence of social link with the ‘legitimatp’ members of the
community (or prohibition to establish sych link) 'has an gdde(i
advantage: victims ‘can be exposed.to 'v1olenFe without risk o
vengeance’;?! one can punish them with impunity — or so one may
hope, while voicing quite opposite expectations, painting the mur(i
derous capacity of the victims in the most lurid of colours aI}ll
issuing reminders that the ranks must be kept clos'ed a.nd that the
vigour and vigilance of community must be maintained at the

ighest pitch.
hlg(}ierarg’s theory goes a long way towards making sense .of the
violence that is profuse and rampant at the .fraye.d. frontiers of
communities, particularly communities whose identities are uncer-
tain and contested, or, more to the point, of the common use of
violence as the boundary-drawing device when the .boundarles are
absent, porous or blurred. Three comments seem in order, how-
ever. o o o
First: if regular sacrifice of ‘surrogate victims’ is a ceremony
renewal of the unwritten ‘social contract’, it can play this role
thanks to its other aspect — that of the collective remqnbrance of
an historical or mythical ‘event of creation’, of the original com-
pact entered on the battlefield soaked with enemy blood. If there
was no such event, it needs to be retrospectively c‘onstru(.ed by the
assiduous repetitiveness of the sacrifice rite.' Genuine or mventt?d,
however, it sets a pattern for all the candxflates fqr community
status — the would-be communities not yet in position to replacei
the gory ‘real thing’ with benign ritual and the murder gf rea
victims with the killing of surrogate ones. However sublimated
may be the form of the ritualized sacrifice Whlch tra‘x.lsforms com-
munal life into a continuous replay of the mlraclfz pf mdependgqce
day’, the pragmatic lessons drawn by a!l aspiring communities
prompt deeds short on subtlety and liturgical elegance.
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Second: the idea of a community committing the ‘original mur-
der’ in order to render its existence safe and secure and tighten up
the ranks is in Girard’s own terms incongruent; before the original
murder had been committed there would hardly have been the
ranks to be tightened and a communal existence to be made secure.
(Girard himself implies that much, when explaining in his chapter
10 the ubiquitous symbolics of severance in the sacrificial liturgy:
“The birth of the community is first and foremost an act of sep-
aration.’) The vision of calculated deportation of inner violence
beyond the community borders (community killing outsiders in
order to keep peace among the insiders) is another case of the
tempting but ill-founded expedient of taking a function (whether
genuine or imputed) for the causal explanation. It is, rather, the
original murder itself that brings community to life, by setting the
demand for solidarity and the need to close the ranks. It is the
legitimacy of the original victims which calls for communal solid-
arity and which tends to be reconfirmed year by year in the sacrificial
rites.

Third: Girard’s assertion that ‘sacrifice is primarily an act of
violence without risk of vengeance’ (p. 13) needs to be comple-
mented by the observation that to make the sacrifice effective the
absence of risk must be carefully hidden or better still emphatically
denied. From the original murder the enemy must have emerged
not quite dead, but undead, a zombie ready to rise from the grave
at any moment. A really dead enemy, or dead enemy incapable of
resurrection, is unlikely to inspire enough fear to justify the need of
unity ~ and sacrificial rites are conducted regularly in order to
remind everybody around that the rumours of the enemy’s ulti-
mate demise are themselves the enemy propaganda and so the
oblique, yet vivid proof that the enemy is alive, kicking and biting.

In a formidable series of studies of the Bosnian genocide, Arne
Johan Vetlesen points out that in the absence of reliable (we would
hope durable and secure) institutional foundations — an uninvolved,
lukewarm or indifferent bystander becomes the community’s most
formidable and hated enemy: ‘From the viewpoint of an agent of
genocide, bystanders are people possessing a potential . . . to halt
the on-going genocide.”? Let me add that whether the bystanders
will or will not act on that potential, their presence as ‘bystanders’
(people doing nothing to destroy the joint enemy) is a challenge to
the sole proposition from which the explosive community derives

its raison d’étre: that it is an ‘either us or then,l’ sitqatlon, ctlhlzl.tthe
destruction of ‘them’ is indispensable for ‘our” surV}val and ki 135
‘them’ is the conditio sine qua non of ‘us’ staying al'lve'. L.et me a
as well that since the membership of the community is 1{; n}(:lwa:j):
‘preordained’ or institutionally assuresi, the fbaptlgm by (spi t) bloo j
— a personal participation in collective crime — is thebso eh .wa}{J g_
joining and the sole legitimation of continuous mem erls ip. Lo
like state-administered genocide (aqd, most prominent y,h unli 1
the Holocaust), the kind of genocide which is the birt -rxtuar
of explosive communities cannot be entf:usted to the e:l(pert}slo(:N
delegated to specialized offices and units. It matters essre ow
many ‘enemies’ are killed; it matters more how numerous a
kﬂll: 1'Ziso matters that the murder is committed openl};l, in 'ﬁllz
daylight and in full vision, that there are witnesses to tde hc&ﬂ
who know the perpetrators by name - so_that retreat and hiding
from retribution ceases to be a viable option and the community
born of the initiatory crime remains the only refuge for' tl;f perpde—
trators. Ethnic cleansing, as Arne Johan Vetlesen found in his study

of Bosnia,

seizes upon and maintains the exisFing conditions ofhproxg‘ril.:)yngei;
tween perpetrator and victim and in fact creates suc ccfn i 'lnci i
they are not present and pro!ongs them as a matter lo prIWhgle
when they seem to wane. In this super-personalized vio 1:‘1111(':e’ le
families were forced to be witnesses to torture, rape and killings . . .

Again unlike in the case of the old-sty}e genocide, ?mc?. above [;lel
the Holocaust as their ‘ideal type’, witnesses are ml ispensa ble
ingredients in the mixture of factors qf which an epr(;mvteh(c)(l)1 -
munity is born. An explosive community can reasona hy ( o ngal
often deceptively) count on a long hfc.;e only in so far as the (;lr tg nal
crime remains unforgotten and so its members, aware : ;
proofs of their crime are aplenty, stay togeth.er and. soli ali'y i;
cemented as they are by the joint vest?d interest in closnrlnlg ranks
order to contest the criminal and pumsl}able nature of their cn‘me:
The best way to meet these conditiong is perlodxcalfly, orfcon;lir;;
ously, to revive the memory of. the crime and the fear o Plllosive
ment through adding new crimes to the old. Smcg explosi e
communities are normally born in pairs (there Would be no ‘us |
not for ‘them’), and since genocidal violence is a crime eagerly
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resorted to by whichever of the two members of the pair happens
to be momentarily stronger, there would be normally no shortage
of opportunity to find a suitable pretext for a new ‘ethnic cleans-
ing’ or genocidal attempt. Violence which accompanies explosive
sociality and is the way of life of the communities it sediments is
therefore inherently self-propagating, self-perpetuating and self-
reinforcing. It generates Gregory Bateson’s ‘schizmogenetic chains’,
which staunchly resist all efforts to cut them short, let alone to
reverse them.

A feature which renders explosive communities of the kind ana-
lysed by Girard and Vetlesen particularly fierce, riotous and gory,
endowing them with considerable genocidal potential, is their “ter-
ritorial connection’. That potential can be traced to another para-
dox of the era of liquid modernity. Territoriality is intimately
linked to the spatial obsessions of solid modernity; it feeds on them
and in its turn contributes to their preservation or restitution.
Explosive communities, on the contrary, are at home in the era of
liquefied modernity. The blend of explosive sociality with territor-
ial aspirations is bound to result therefore in many a monstrous,
abortive and ‘unfit’ mutation. The alternation of ‘fagic’ and ‘emic’
strategies in the conquest and defence of space (which as a rule was
the prime stake in the conflicts of solid modernity) appears starkly
out of place (yet more importantly, ‘out of time’) in a world domi-
nated by the light/fluid/software variety of modernity; in such a
world, it breaks the norm instead of following the rule.

The besieged sedentary populations refuse to accept the rules
and stakes of the new ‘nomadic’ power game, an attitude which
the up-and-coming global nomadic elite finds exceedingly difficult
(as well as utterly repulsive and undesirable) to comprehend and
cannot but perceive as the sign of retardation and backwardness.
When it comes to confrontation, and particularly military confron-
tation, the nomadic elites of the liquid modern world view the
territorially oriented strategy of sedentary populations as ‘bar-
baric’ by comparison with their own ‘civilized’ military strategy. It
is now the nomadic elite which sets the tune and dictates the
criteria by which territorial obsessions are classified and judged.
The table has been turned — and the old tested weapon of ‘chrono-
politics’, once used by triumphant settled populations to expel
the nomads to barbaric/savage prehistory, is now deployed by
the victorious nomadic elites in their struggle with whatever has
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remained of the territorial sovereignty and against those still .dCdl-‘
cated to its defence. . o

In their reprobation of territorial practices nomadic ellt.es can
count on popular support. The outrage yvndely felt at the sight .of
massive expulsions named ‘ethnic cleansing’ gathers an added vig-
our from the fact that they look uncannily like a magnified version
of tendencies which are manifested daily, though on a smaller
scale, close to home — all over the ux"ban spaces qf the lands,con-
ducting the civilizing crusade. Fighting the ‘ethnic cleanser.s , We
exorcize our own ‘inner demons’, which prompt us to ghettoize the
unwanted ‘foreigners’, to applaud the tightening of the asqum
laws, to demand the removal of obnoxious strangers from the city
streets and to pay any price for the shelters surrounded by surveil-
lance cameras and armed guards. In the Jugoslav war the stakgs on
both sides were remarkably similar, though what was on one side a
declared objective was an eagerly, though clufnsily,'held secret on
the other. The Serbs wished to evict from their territory a reca!a-
trant and awkward Albanian minority, while the NATQ countries,
so to speak, ‘responded in kind’: their military campaign was trig-
gered primarily by the wish of other Europeans to k'eep Albgmans
in Serbia and so nip in the bud the threat of their reincarnation as
awkward and unwanted migrants.

Cloakroom communities

The link between the explosive community in its specifically liquid
modern incarnation and territoriality is, however, by no means
necessary and certainly not universal. Most contemporary explo-
sive communities are made to the measure of liquid moderr} times
even if their spread can be territorially plotted; they are, if any-
thing, exterritorial (and tend to be all the more 'specta.cular.ly suc-
cessful the freer they are fromterritorial constramts} — just like t.he
identities they conjure up and keep precarious}y alive in tl’le brief
interval between explosion and extinction. Their ‘exploswe‘ nature
chimes well with the identities of the liquid modern era: snmxla.rly
to such identities, the communities in question tend to bp volatllF,
transient and ‘single-aspect’ or ‘single-purpose’. Their life-span is
short while full of sound and fury. They derive power not from
their expected duration, but, paradoxically, from their precarious-
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ness and uncertain future, from the vigilance and emotional invest-
ment which their brittle existence vociferously demands.

The name ‘cloakroom community’ grasps well some of their char-
acteristic traits. Visitors to a spectacle dress for the occasion, abid-
ing by a sartorial code distinct from those codes they follow daily -
the act which simultaneously sets apart the visit as ‘a special occa-
sion’ and makes the visitors look, for the duration of the event,
much more uniform than they do in the life outside the theatre
building. It is the evening performance which brought them all here
- different as their interests and pastimes during the day could have
been. Before entering the auditorium they all leave the coats or
anoraks they wore in the streets in the playhouse cloakroom (by
counting the number of hooks and hangers used, one can judge how
full is the house and how assured is the immediate future of the
production). During the performance all eyes are on the stage; so is
everybody’s attention. Mirth and sadness, laughter and silence, rounds
of applause, shouts of approval and gasps of surprise are synchro-
nized - as if carefully scripted and directed. After the last fail of the
curtain, however, the spectators collect their belongings from the
cloakroom and when putting their street clothes on once more re-
turn to their ordinary mundane and different roles, a few moments
later again dissolving in the variegated crowd filling the city streets
from which they emerged a few hours earlier.

Cloakroom communities need a spectacle which appeals to simi-
lar interests dormant in otherwise disparate individuals and so
bring them all together for a stretch of time when other interests —
those which divide them instead of uniting - are temporarily laid
aside, put on a slow burner or silenced altogether. Spectacles as the
occasion for the brief existence of a cloakroom community do not
fuse and blend individual concerns into ‘group interest’; by being
added up, the concerns in question do not acquire a new quality,
and the illusion of sharing which the spectacle may generate would
not last much longer than the excitement of the performance.

Spectacles have come to replace the ‘common cause’ of the heavy/
solid/hardware modernity era — which makes a lot of difference to
the nature of new-style identities and goes a long way towards
making sense of the emotional tensions and aggression-generating
traumas which from time to time accompany their pursuit.

‘Carnival communities’ seems to be another fitting name for the
communities under discussion. Such communities, after all, offer
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temporary respite from the agonies of daily solitary struggles, from
the tiresome condition of individuals de jure persuaded or forced
to pull themselves out of their troublesome problems by their own
bootstraps. Explosive communities are events breaking the mo-
notony of daily solitude, and like all carnival events they let off Fhe
pent-up steam and allow the revellers better to endure the routine
to which they must return the moment the frolicking is over. And
like philosophy in Ludwig Wittgenstein’s melancholy musings, they
‘leave everything as it was’ (that is, if one does not count the
wounded victims and the moral scars of those who escaped the lot
of ‘collateral casualties’). '

‘Cloakroom’ or ‘carnival’, the explosive communities are as in-

dispensable a feature of the liquid modernity landscape as the
essentially solitary plight of the individuals de jure and t_he_xr ar-
dent, yet on the whole vain efforts to rise to the level of individuals
de facto. The spectacles, the pegs and hangers in the cloakrogm
and the crowd-pulling carnival fairs are many and varied, catering
for any sort of taste. The Huxleyan brave new world has borrowed
from the Orwellian 1984 the stratagem of ‘five minutes of (collect-
ivized) hatred’, shrewdly and ingeniously complementing it by the
expedient of the ‘five minutes of (collectivized) adoration’. Each
day the first-page press and first-minute TV headlines wave a new
banner under which to gather and march (virtual) shoulder to
(virtual) shoulder. They offer a virtual ‘common purpose’ around
which virtual communities may entwine, pushed and pulled alter-
nately by the synchronized feeling of panic (sometimes of a moral,
but more often than not of immoral or amoral kind) and ecstasy.

One effect of cloakroom/carnival communities is that they effect-
ively ward off the condensation of ‘genuine’ (that is, c'ompr.ehen—
sive and lasting) communities which they mime and (mlsleafllngly)
promise to replicate or generate from scratch. They scatter instead
of condense the untapped energy of sociality impulses and so con-
tribute to the perpetuation of the solitude desperately yet vainly
seeking redress in the rare and far-between concerted and har-
monious collective undertakings. .

Far from being a cure for the sufferings born of the unb.rl.dged
and seemingly unbridgeable gap between the fate of the individual
de jure and the destiny of the individual de fact'o, tl_ley are the
symptoms and sometimes causal factors of the social disorder spe-
cific to the liquid modernity condition.
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in a Changing Society

Penny Edgell

Chapter One

CONTESTED CHANGES—“FAMILY VALUES”
IN LOCAL RELIGIOUS LIFE

CHANGES IN FAMILY LirE have transformed our society in the last thirty years.
One of the biggest has been the virtual disappearance of the male-breadwinner
lifestyle and the emerging dominance of the dual-earner couple. Working wives
and mothers face questions about the effects of their choices on their children’s
welfare and their own health under the strain of the “second shift,” while their
husbands confront—and respond to in a variety of ways—new opportunities
to construct a masculine identity not focused exclusively on breadwinning,
Leaders in education, business, and government debate what policies should
be in place to help people manage their work and family lives and who should
bear the cost of work-family management.!

Changing patterns of family formation and disruption have also created
widespread concern and vociferous policy debates, forming a major theme of
the “culture war” between liberals and conservatives. High divorce rates raise
questions about the effects of divorce on children’s well-being and future suc-
cess and how to make “blended” families work. The problems facing single-
parent families have become a focus of policy makers, religious leaders, and the
national media. Debates about homosexual unions have led to battles over gay
and lesbian marriage in a number of states and many local controversies over
what legal rights should be extended to homosexual partners. Delayed mar-
riage and childbearing mean that more American households comprise single
adults and childless couples, and remaining childless throughout life has be-
come much more common, fueling concern among some about the decline of
the family.?

All of these changes have led to an increasing pluralism in family life and a
new consensus that there are many kinds of loving, caring families.> Most
Americans spend some portion of their adult lives outside of a nuclear family,
forming and re-forming familylike connections periodically over the course of
their lives, causing many to rethink long-held assumptions about the necessity
of marriage and parenting for adults’ happiness, security, and well-being. But
this pluralism is intensely contested and debated for both moral and social
philosophical reasons. Not everyone agrees about what constitutes “the good
family” and what kinds of families are morally legitimate. Many Americans see
the family as the bellwether of our society and find the rapid and numerous
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changes in family life over the last few decades to be troubling. Some argue
that a devaluing of family life, and especially of lifelong, heterosexual mar-
riage, inevitably leads to a decline of the nation.*

These debates also focus on questions of resources and inequality. Who has
access to the rights that marriage confers? Why does divorce lead to a reduc-
tion in women’s and children’s standard of living, and what can be done to
change that? The culture war is real and has real policy implications, and in
our national discourse, a liberal/conservative divide has largely organized de-
bates about the family. But a focus on divisions between liberals and conserva-
tives obscures both the presence of consensus across these lines on many issues
and the other sources of division that come into play as we argue over what
constitutes a good family today.?

Changes in family life have been a central concern for religious leaders, ac-
tivists, and local communities of faith. Throughout American history, religion
and family have been intertwined and interdependent institutions.® Congrega-
tions, parishes, and synagogues have provided an important context for fami-
lies to spend time together and have shaped the religious education and moral
development of children and youths. Sociologists have long noted that mar-
riage and parenthood make religion more important to people and increase
their participation in local congregations.”

The constancy of the link between religion and family can obscure the fact that
“the family” participating in local congregations has varied markedly over time
and in different social contexts. Religious familisms, or ideologies about the na-
ture of “the good family,” have also varied over time and among different reli-
gious traditions. For example, the 1950s saw a century-high peak in U.S. church
attendance rates and religious institution building, coinciding with the beginning
of the baby boom and burgeoning of a postwar family-oriented lifestyle.® The re-
ligious expansion of the 1950s was organized around a particular kind of famil-
ism, central to which was the middle-class, male-breadwinner, suburban family
profiled in classic sociological works such as william H. Whyte’s Organization
Man and idealized in the popular media through productions such as Ozzie and
Harriet. The historical irony is that almost as soon as mainstream religious insti-
tutions had developed official discourse and local ministry to facilitate this par-
ticular form of the family, rapid and fundamental changes in work and in family
life began to transform our society.

How have local religious communities responded to this period of rapid
change in family life? And how have these changes transformed Americans’
involvement in local religious communities? This book begins to develop
answers to these questions about the religion-family link today through a
study of four communities in upstate New York, ranging from rural to small-
town to urban environments, and including middle-class and working-class
areas. From 1998 through the summer of 2002, I collected data on the relig-
ious congregations in these communities through a survey of 125 local pastors,
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participant-observation with a team of graduate students in twenty-three con-
gregations, and focus groups with almost fifty pastors. At the same time, a tele-
phone survey of just over one thousand community residents and eighty
follow-up in-depth interviews provided a wealth of information about how
people’s family lives and work arrangements influenced their religious partici-
pation. The combination of qualitative and quantitative data on congregations
and community residents provides rich detail about the interconnections
between religion and family in these upstate New York communities: The ap-
pendix explains in detail why these communities were chosen and how the
project data were collected. |

These communities are not a microcosm of America or of American reli-

gion in the 1990s. They are about 94 percent white and have a religious ecology
dominated by the mainstream religious institutions that one would have
found in abundance here—and across America—for much of the twentieth
century. Rather, these communities are an excellent location to study that por-
tion of the religious landscape that was dominant in the 1950s and 1960s—the
mainline Protestant, Catholic, and evangelical institutions that grew so rapidly
in the postwar religious expansion and organized their ministry so particularly
around the middle-class, nuclear, male-breadwinner family with children.
These mainstream religious institutions helped to establish the Ozzie and Har-
riet family as a pervasive cultural ideal, one that still inspires nostalgia today.?
Although mainstream congregations and denominations today face increasing
competition from newer religious forms,' they still encompass the majority of
churchgoing Americans and have major financial and material resources. And
they are highly influential players in the American cultural scene, exerting
public leadership in national and local debates about gay marriage, single-
parent families, policies to help with work-family management, and other
“family values” issues.

The story of how these religious institutions have transformed what they say
about the family (rhetoric) and how they provide ministry to families (prac-
tices) sheds light on central questions in the sociology of religion. How does
religious ideology change over time? How do the institutional routines estab-
lished in a period of expansion and growth shape the capacity for religious or-
ganizations and leaders to act in the future? How do religious leaders maintain
moral authority as society changes, and how do individuals make decisions
about the meaning and relevance of religious participation in their own lives
when they confront institutions that may be slow to respond to contemporary
family realities? How do institutions that defined and defended the ideal of the
suburban male-breadwinner family define the good family today, and how do
they welcome—or exclude—people whose lives do not fit the former ideal?

These questions concern not only sociologists, but anyone who wants to
understand the role that religious institutions play in society, how they main-
tain moral authority and exercise cultural power, how they thrive or decline
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