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The scope of explanation

All empires are destroyed by over-reaching themselves. This is equally true within the academic world. The concept of identity is becoming ubiquitous. It is replacing other concepts such as culture. It is coming to define whole disciplines. The obvious danger is that, by seeking to explain everything, it ends up by explaining nothing. This danger is especially acute if one makes ‘identity’ an object of enquiry in and of itself and if ones aim is to elaborate a general theory of identity. That is not my aim. My interest is in the social psychology of collective action: how people come to act together, how they act together and when they combine to challenge our multiply unequal world. Identity is of interest to me insofar as it helps me address these issues. By limiting my interest I hope to achieve a little more analytic purchase  and some criterion against which to measure the use of my conceptual claims.

Two things follow immediately from this starting point. The first is that I am specifically interested in those identities which are associated with membership of social categories and which relate to behaviours within and between social groups. In everyday language, my concern is with the identities which position me as part of some specific ‘we’ and against some specific ‘they’. It is less to do with how I position myself as a specific individual ‘I’ as against ‘you’. In the language of social psychology (more specifically, the language coined by Henri Tajfel and John Turner in the early 1970’s) my interest is in social identities as opposed to personal identities – though it is worth noting that this language has the potential to be highly misleading. Every social identity is intensely personal and intensely passionate (I write this having just watched Liverpool defeat Chelsea in the Champions League semi-final and while fans may have defined themselves in terms of their group membership, the fate of their group on the field was intensely important to their sense of who they were, what mattered to them, their sense of worth, of elation and despair). Equally, every personal identity is intensely social, occurring within a clearly delineated social frame and defining the subject in terms of social relations – the only difference being the level of abstraction at which those relations are defined. Perhaps it will be clearer, then, if I talk of the collective self in order to avoid the dangers of miscommunication.

The second point is that I am not so concerned with identity as a ‘thing’ but rather with processes of identification. Of course, the state/process distinction can be overplayed and it has often been pointed out by psychologists that any function can be represented in both terms. Indeed, as will become clear, my arguments about processes of identification make it necessary to contest what we mean by ‘identity’. Nonetheless, with this proviso in mind, it is still useful to prioritise an interest in how identity is shaped, contested and related to the constitution of collectivities over and above an attempt to describe either what collective identity in general or the identity of any particular collectivity actually is (an activity that is all to popular amongst politicians and Sunday magazine supplements).

With these preliminary comments in mind, I now want to make four strong claims about the relationship of collective identities to collective action. No doubt, with more space, each claim would need to be qualified and refined. However, as a first approximation – and for the purposes of generating debate – I think each claim has considerable purchase

Four strong claims

1. Collective action depends upon shared collective identity: this is one of the core claims of the ‘social identity tradition’ and more specifically of self-categorisation theory as developed by John Turner. The argument is that when people define themselves in terms of a given group membership they actively seek to conform to the specific norms values and understandings that define the group. Hence those who share a social identity will have the basis for coordinated co-action: they will interpret the presnt in the same way and they will have the same priorities for the future. Moreover, they will expect and seek to achieve agreement on issues of relevance to the group. As Alex Haslam has shown, this leads to a process of consensualisation within groups whereby people pick up on commonalities, ignore differences and hence are able to converge on mutually agreed courses of action.

In recent years, a whole series of lines of research have come together to show how relations between those who identify together are transformed so as to promote coaction. Amongst other things it has been shown how shared group identification is a basis of trust and respect, of the evolution of structure and organisation, of helping and altruism and – perhaps most importantly – of emergent leadership. We can summarise these things by saying that shared social identity is the precondition for social solidarity in all the richly nuanced and diverse meanings of that term.

Mention of solidarity immediately invokes another core term: power. It is through collective identification that people are able to coordinate their actions such as to achieve social power, to become the agents of their own history, to confront the realities imposed upon them by others. To adapt the old Trades Union slogan, the power of the powerless lies in their combination and depends upon their collective identification.

This, to me, is central to the whole social identity tradition in social psychology. For many, social identity theory is about intergroup discrimination: the attempt by people to give comparative value to their own groups by devaluing others. However Tajfel stressed that this was but a starting point to investigating the reactions of those who are inescapably members of devalued groups in our oppressive world: black people in a racist society, women in a sexist society and so on. Tajfel’s real concern was with social change and he approached the whole issue by asking when people commit to their groups and seek to ameliorate the group position rather than seeking to achieve advancement by quitting their groups. In other words, Tajfel’s core – but implicit – assumption was that collective identification is necessary for inequality to be contested. That was why he was interested in groups. Both normatively and analytically, then, social identity theory is fundamentally a theory of social power. That is why so many mainstream theories (and so much shared ‘common sense’) is anti-collective, sees groups as a basis of cognitive regression, contrasts the passions of the herd to the intellect of the autonomous individual. It is also why I was – and remain – inspired by the social identity alternative.

2. The definitions of collective identities shape collective action: If shared identification makes collective action possible, then the content ascribed to a given collective identity is critical to how people behave collectively. This is true in at least three senses. First the boundaries ascribed to the category determine who is liable to act together – the extent of collective action. The more extensive the boundaries (either through invoking a more inclusive category – say nation as opposed to class – or through defining a given category more inclusively – say nation in terms of common destiny rather than common heritage), the wider the collective mobilisation. Second, the meanings ascribed to the category determine what types of action will become normative – the trajectory of collective action. Only those actions which are construed as consonant with ‘who we are and what we value’ will gain normative status and become widespread within the group. Third, only those who are seen as in a position to define the meanings of group identity – specifically those who are themselves seen as embodying the distinctive nature of the group through their attributes, their actions or their history – are in a position to influence group action. In technical terms, only by being prototypical can one ascend to the leadership of collective action.

All the above can be summarised by saying that the nature of collective mobilisations are underpinned by the definition of collective identities. Or, invoking the link to power, I am suggesting that the extent, the use and the ownership of collective power depends upon the ways in which identities are given content. Those who are able to control the definition of collective identities are able to control the social world. That makes the question of how these definitions come about an issue of prime personal, psychological and political importance.

3. Collective identities are defined in relation to social practice: If, in respect of my other claims, more space might lead me to temper the argument, here it would do the opposite. At base, the importance of identity for me is that it is the psychological structure which enables human practice – in the sense of labour that is knowingly undertaken with the aim of transforming the physical or social world to a given end (even though our practices frequently fail to reach their desired ends due to their appropriation by others). For practice to be possible, three things are necessary at the psychological level: an understanding of where one is positioned within the world; an understanding of how the world works (notably, who is ally and will support ones actions, and who is other and may impede ones actions); a notion of what constitutes a desired end. The way I conceptualise a collective identity – as a model of ones position in a set of social relations along with the possible and proper actions associated with that position – encompasses all three. Thus, for instance, to make a simple statement such as ‘I am British’ involves much more than a simple self-description. It prioritises a view of the world based on national categories. It gives one a position within that world. It defines opportunities and limits based on that position. It invokes norms and values based both on the general ideology of nationhood and on the particular meanings associated with Britishness. It may be condensed but it is a much richer statement than psychologists and others normally allow.

This emphasis on identity in relation to practice is very much at odds with the perceptualism which has dominated psychology for over half a century now. For a long time, group level perception was taken as a distortion of social reality – a function of the inevitable biases that enter in when our world becomes too complex for our limited cognitive systems. More recently, self-categorisation theorists have criticised this view as yet another example of anti-collectivism – dressing up an ideological preference for individualism as cognitive superiority. They themselves insist that categories reflect rather than distort social reality: categorisation is a veridical representation of the differences and similarities between actors in a given context. This is a crucial advance, but it still does not break the shackles of perceptualism, for while categories are related to the structure of social relations they are still seen as determined by perceptions of the present. 

The importance of foregrounding practice is not simply that it relates identity to what we do but also that it broadens the temporal framework of analysis. Practice, being about transforming the world, is not simply about past and present  but also, critically about the future. That is to say, categories don’t just relate to the existing social order. They are also constructed in order to mobilise people to create new forms of social order. To continue with the example of nationalism, it is not only that our use of national categories reflects a world organized in national terms whether it is a matter of wars, economies, politics, sport and even entertainment. It is also that nationalism is a means of bringing the world of nations into being and creating individual nations where they do not currently exist.

Once categories are freed from the tyranny of the present and once we acknowledge that categories are construed in order to create (the social power that can mould) the future, then we reintroduce agency and politics into the picture. It is precisely because categories create and shape mass mobilisations that those interested in shaping the future must be interested in how collective identities are defined.

4. All politics is identity politics: In the conventional sense, of course, this statement is palpably untrue. But the conventional sense refers to identity as the goal of political action. Thus identity politics is about creating, preserving or validating a particular collective identity as a woman, a black person, being gay or whatever. I am referring to identity in terms of process: how people are persuaded, mobilised to support a policy, to give their vote or to participate in collective action. The thrust of my argument this far is that identity is always central to these achievements.

To take a concrete example from Scotland, where I live, it is often supposed that the Scottish National Party are the sole significant ‘nationalist’ party in the country. That is certainly true if ‘nationalist’ refers to the goal of an independent Scotland. But, as Nick Hopkins and I have analysed at length, actually all politicians of all parties are equally vehement in protesting their own Scottishness and the Scottishness of their Party programme. In other words, each politician seeks to mobilise the electorate on the basis of a category which is inclusive of all and they do so by portraying their proposals as the concrete manifestation of what Scottishness ‘really’ is. For some Scottishness will prosper through the Union, for others it cannot. All depends how the nature of Scottishness is construed, how the meanings of policy are construed and hence the ability to create consonance between the two.

It flows from this that identity is always a project and that, just as projects will always be controversial, so identity will always be contested. That is why it is not only dangerous to essentialise any given definition of identity (for to do so is necessarily to prioritise one political position over all others) but also why it is so misleading even to pose the question ‘what does it really mean to be Scottish (or British, or male, or Moslem or whatever). The whole point about collective identities is that the combination of powerful consequences and indeterminate meanings is what makes them so important both psychologically and politically. Psychologically, it allows us to position ourselves flexibly in an ever changing world without losing a sense of continuity and integrity. Politically, it makes identities endlessly adaptable tools in the process of world building.

The key question for political actors, then, is how to make their definition prevail over that of others. How, that is, can they be effective entrepreneurs of identity? Our emphasis to date has been on the rhetorical dimensions of this task. How, that is, do politicians and activists deploy inguistic tropes, historical commonplaces, cultural symbols and other shared resources in order to make their constructions appear self-evident and authentic? But this is clearly only part of the answer. There are many other dimensions, two of which in particular seem to me to have far reaching implications for our understanding of key social phenomena.

The first has to do with the social organisation of political organisations and political rituals. How does one give credence to a version of collective identity – a model of social relations, that is – that relates to a prospective rather than a pre-existing social world. One answer is to recreate the imagined social relations within the reality of the political movement itself. There is an existing literature on how movements with a new vision of the world have re-ordered rituals and festivals and celebrations accordingly, and of course it is almost taken for granted within the anthropological literature than ritual practices (re) create identities. However there is little systematic evidence or whether and when these practices have the intended effects or of the processes by which any effects are brought about. This si a critical avenue for future inter-disciplinary work.

The second has to do with the ways that inter-group relations can be brought to bear upon intra-group definitions. The importance of this lies in the way that is provides a new way of approaching such perennial issues as prejudice and discrimination. Conventionally, the focus of psychological analysis is on the way the other is viewed: do we have negative stereotypes, negative attitudes, anxieties and negative feelings concerning disadvantaged group members. But consider Ludden’s work on Hindu-Muslim communalism in India. He traces this to changing patterns of political influence. Traditionally the Congress Party had achieved its influence through the patronage of ‘Head Men’ in rural areas who in turn would deliver the vote of the local population. But as this system broke down and a direct appeal needed to be made to the electorate. Congress began to emphasise a Muslim threat to the Hindu majority and posed itself as the protectors of this majority. More recently we have analysed the propaganda of those Hindu nationalist groups who have taken up the Congress torch and taken it to genocidal regimes. They too pose Muslims as a threat to Hindu India – and not just Muslims, but also corporations, foreign governments, Christians and others besides. The one constant in their posters and pamphlets is the argument that the government is ineffective, ignorant or even complicit in relation to this threat. Only the Hindutva protects the honest Indian.

In more general analytic terms, it seems that the invocation of outgroup threats and the mobilisation of hatred against outgroup members can be seen as a strategy to claim ingroup representativeness and to disqualify the claims of ones rivals. In the examples we have used, Muslims may be the ostensible target, and Muslims may suffer most directly, but the game that is being played out centres on who can achieve influence amongst the Hindu electorate. Outgroup antagonisms hence derive from the struggle over ingroup identity, ingroup representativeness and ingroup power. I only have space here to suggest that many other social processes might profitably be reconceptualised as part and parcel of this politically and psychologically primordial struggle.

Conclusion

I am already well over my word limit and so my conclusion must be as brief as the foregoing is (over)long. In essence, my argument is this: since collective identities create and channel social power, attempts to authorise identity definitions permeate social and political processes. We have the germs here of a genuinely interdisciplinary science of human action and – perhaps – a tool to unlock some of our seemingly intractable social problems.

PAGE  
6

