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The chief argument of this essay is that political science needs to make certain sorts of substantive concerns more central to our work if we are to speak to the most important problems of the world in the decades ahead; and though these problems can and should be addressed using a variety of methods, some of our methods commonly deemed less scientific will be indispensable for doing so.  Specifically, we need to attend more to the processes, especially the political processes, through which senses of political memberships, allegiances, and identities are formed and transformed.  To do so, we will need to rely more on approaches that provide empathetic interpretive understandings of human consciousnesses and values, and on identification of historical and contextual differences in identities and values.  We will not be able to rely solely or even mainly on approaches that enhance our formal grasp of instrumental rationality, or on efforts to seek to identify timeless, enduring regularities in political behavior, in abstraction from particular historical contexts.  And, more trivially but not inconsequentially, we will also be well advised to reshape the field structure of our discipline. 

Although, to grasp the political processes of political identity making and remaking, we are likely to be driven away from the development of a thin, universal theory of politics, we should nonetheless be able to develop somewhat less abstract theoretical frameworks that can help us identify both near-universal patterns of political conduct, and some necessarily supra-historical theories about the means and mechanisms of historical transformations.  Even in our interpretive and contextual characterizations, moreover, we will also still have to conform as rigorously as we can to what King, Keohane and Verba have rightly urged to be a unified “logic of scientific inference” (King, Keohane, and Verba, 1994, 36-41).  If we are to judge, for example, what sort of conceptions of their core identities and interests particular political actors are giving priority, we will need to define the different implications of alternative hypotheses and look for observable data to falsify some.  Even so, often the crucial work will be done through immersing ourselves in information about the actors and using both empathy and imagination to construct credible interpretations of their senses of identity and interest.  In many instances, if that work is done well, the capacity of one interpretation to explain more than others will be reasonably clear even prior to more quantified inferential testing.  Once Jim Scott’s concepts of the “hidden transcript” and “arts of resistance” had been conceived and elaborated, it became clear that much peasant political behavior could not be rightly interpreted as mere acquiescence, even if further work is required to decide how much “much” is in particular cases (Scott, 1985, 1990).

I. Why the “Politics of Identity” Now?  But let me not get too far ahead of the argument.  The first point to be addressed is why we should take the politics of identity formation and transformation as a central substantive concern for political analysis now.  I think those topics should in fact be hardy perennials of the political science agenda, much more than they have been; but our historical circumstances today are rightly giving them greater prominence.

Though I cannot make the case here, I believe that in the second half of the 20th century, the Cold War prompted American political analysts, in particular, to believe that the “big issues” for political analysis ultimately were questions of democratic capitalism v. authoritarian socialism--fascism having been crushed after its brief but destructive burgeoning, and other forms of “nationalism” being taken largely for granted.  Those featured oppositions were nonetheless analyzed on the assumption that democratic capitalism and authoritarian socialism were political and economic systems constructed within particular states, usually thought of as nation-states, and that those nation-states allied for and against each other on behalf of these politico-economic systems, thereby defining the terrain of “international relations.”  The very field structure of American political science emerged during the course of the 20th century--chiefly, it appears, through the diffusion of definitions adopted by particular departments--expressed an American take on a political world conceived in these substantive terms.  

By the early 1960s, in the heart of the Cold War, sources such as department directories, professorial self-descriptions in surveys, and the American Political Science Association all identified the discipline’s chief fields as “American government and politics,” “international relations,” “comparative politics,” and “political theory,” with declining numbers of political scientists still practicing “public law,” “public administration,” and “general politics and political processes” (Somit and Tanenhaus, 1964, 52-54).  Though distinct subfields such as “political economy” and “formal theory” have since emerged, the grand quartet of American politics, international relations, comparative politics, and political theory still provides the most prevalent set of field definitions in the discipline.  And this structure still articulates a perspective in which politics takes place essentially within and between nation-states, with the United States as the paradigmatic nation-state, exceptionally exemplary of both democracy and capitalism.  Our disciplinary fields label all other nation-states as having “comparative” significance, or else they matter in their roles as international allies or adversaries of America, democracy, and capitalism.

But the political world was changing during the Cold War years in ways that have pushed new problems onto intellectual as well as political agendas (yes, even among stodgy political scientists).  The Cold War era saw not only the great dualistic rivalry between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R., the “free world” and the “Communist world,” that so captured scholarly imaginations.  It also witnessed the gradual dismantling of most of the Western European empires and the rise of “new nations” in Africa and Asia from the end of World War II through the 1990s.  That ending of empires eventually included the collapse of the Soviet Union itself and, with it, many other Communist regimes, a world-historical turn of events that has precipitated a still-unfolding further wave of nation-building and other forms of political reconstruction in many parts of the world.  The post-Cold War years have also displayed the proliferation of transnational economic entities, such as the old European Common Market, the North American Free Trade Association, and the World Trade Organization; the subsequent development of regional political bodies, notably the European Union and now, perhaps, the African Union; heightened roles for international institutions like the United Nations, its International Court of Justice, and, it seems, the new International Criminal Court; the growth of politically potent and active multinational corporations; and the development of many transnational “movement” organizations, such as environmental, labor, and human rights groups.

The ending of formal European imperial rule was also accompanied by and complexly linked to the demise of formal domestic systems of racial hierarchy in many regimes.  Those officially renounced include the Jim Crow system in the U.S. and its related legal denials of equal status to Asian, Latino, and Native Americans; many Latin American governmental measures to promote the “whitening” of their societies; the “white Australia” policy and numerous doctrines denying rights to aboriginal peoples there and in other British Commonwealth nations; and eventually, even the apartheid system in South Africa.   As all those forms of domestic legal discrimination fell, they sparked further efforts to change other unequal statuses.  The successes of the African-American civil rights movement in the 1950s and early 1960s, in particular, helped inspire a range of other liberation movements in the U.S. and elsewhere--for women’s rights; for cultural, linguistic, and ancestral ethnic groups and national minorities; for gays, lesbians, and others with non-traditional life styles; for religious minorities; for the disabled.  Most readers can continue this now-familiar list. 

Yet its familiarity should not mask the fact that these events have gradually put on the agenda of political science a great range of topics that were absent or much more marginal before; and they have done so for good reason.  All these developments wrought fundamental transformations in existing forms of political membership, status, and identity that were in themselves tremendously important for billions of human beings; and they also set in train further sweeping changes that are far from being completed. Stirred by this series of historic events, popular writers, political activists, and scholars in many disciplines, again, eventually including our own, have in the last two decades devoted increasing attention, both normative and empirical, to what are widely termed issues of "identity politics” or (if that suggests merely expressive rather than constitutive processes) the “politics of identity.”  Work on “racial and ethnic politics,” “women’s politics,” “politics and religion,” “immigrant politics,” “indigenous peoples,” “GLBT politics,” along with “globalization,” “cosmopolitan citizenship,” “transnational social movements,” and so on, may not have been entirely absent before these events.  Such work may, moreover, seem still remote from the pinnacle of prestigious political science endeavors today.  Yet most of these topics were far less visible up to the 1980s than they have since become, and however one assesses their place now, they clearly have been and almost certainly still are on the ascendant in receiving scholarly attention.      

Though scholars from across our ideological and methodological spectrums now engage in such work, an equally varied group is deeply disturbed by these developments.  Many worry that attention to such “faddish” topics can distract attention from earlier sets of political, economic and social issues that remain tremendously important; and certainly topics of democratic and authoritarian systems and economic regulation and distribution matter today as much as ever.  In political science as in other disciplines, a number of lively debates are therefore proceeding over whether “globalization” and “transnationalism” are really making “nation-states” less central to political life, or only changing the contexts within which they still play dominant roles (e.g. Held, 1995; Newman, 2000; Slaughter and Mattli, 1995; Garrett, 1995).  Probably even more scholars are concerned that, analytically, an undue focus on racial, ethnic, religious, cultural and gender "identities" misses deeper, often economic causes of political action.  Many also argue more normatively that concentration on such political “identities” operates to deflect attention from persistent material inequalities that need to be addressed, and that such work strengthens misleadingly essentialist and politically divisive understandings of the character of political actors.  Hence one can find many sharp critiques, on the left as well as the right, of scholarly turns to “identity politics” (e.g. Bloom 1987; D’Souza, 1991; Bromwich, 1992; Rorty, 1997; Reed, 2000). Most such critics contend that the increased concern with "identity politics" has been at best intellectually and politically undesirable, at worst deeply immoral.

Though I too have concerns about many varieties of the work that can be grouped under the “politics of identity” heading, I believe that the events of the latter part of the 20th century have made greater focus on both empirical and normative questions about the politics of memberships and identities inescapable as we enter the 21st.  The problem, I submit, is not that we are paying attention to such issues; it is that we as a profession still have not taken them seriously enough.  We have long had work devoted to “nation-building” and nationalism, never more so than in the past two decades. 
  Post-World War II political science revived “group theory,” with some attention to group formation; and the political upheavals of the 1960s, especially, generated work on the construction of gender, racial, and ethnic identities and social movements.  But much of the latter work has followed in the wake of studies in other disciplines—sociology, anthropology, social psychology, as well as literary, linguistic, and postmodernist philosophic theorizing—stressing the “social” construction of identities, rather than formulating explicitly political accounts of political identity formation.
  Furthermore, though there has been some cross-fertilization, most of these accounts have been rather “identity-specific.”  There have been few thoroughgoing efforts to unify theories of national identity formation with accounts of the creation of groups, social movements, and gender, racial, cultural, and religious identities, though there have been many persuasive arguments for specific linkages of one sort or another.  

That may be quite sensible.  The many historical varieties of political identities may be so different from one another that trying to generalize across them could represent a hopeless “apples and oranges” exercise.  A more general theory of the formation of political identities may just be too general to be of real use.
  And if we are talking about a general theory of phenomena that should not centrally occupy our attention in the first place, we might well conclude that the discipline’s priorities should remain where they long have been or revert back further.

I believe to the contrary that the breakdown of older imperial systems, the subsequent waves of new nation-making, the range of “identity politics” movements, and the emergence of new forms of international and transnational political associations have not only made it clear that “nationalism” cannot be our only “identity” theme.  They have brought to the surface a whole fundamental dimension of political life that should have been seen as a basic concern of political analysis all along—as basic as the questions of whether people should see themselves as governed by God and his deputies or by themselves; whether rule should be by the one, the few, or the many; whether politics is driven by economic interests, and whether governance should be weighted toward the interests of the rich, the middle class, or the poor, toward those who control capital or those who provide labor.  Just as foundational, I submit, is the issue of how human beings come to see themselves as having certain identities that are “political” in the following sense: some identities and memberships define persons’ trumping allegiances in cases where the demands of those memberships conflict with ones advanced on behalf of other human associations, groups, or societies (whether those are “nation-states,” different levels of government, religious bodies, racial or ethnic communities, class organizations, or other groups).

And though it may in the end prove to be the case that such identities emerge rather seamlessly from what we may conclude to be extra-political sources--perhaps inherited languages, ancestral groups, geographical clusters, or economic structures--it is far from obvious that this is the case.  It seems more plausible to assume that, out of the multiple possible identities that human existence presents to most people, political activities of various sorts play important roles in determining which become salient political identities.  Certainly, political scientists ought to explore possible political explanations for such identities thoroughly and intensively before concluding that their origins lie outside their disciplinary domains.  

I take more seriously the objection that we do not have more explicit efforts to generate a “Unified Field Theory of Political Identities” that seeks to explain their creation and transformations because such a theory cannot be achieved.  Any all-encompassing account of such diverse phenomena may have to be so abstract and thin as to be useless. It may turn out to be the case that what we need is a set of explanations of different sorts of political identities that cannot be tightly connected to one another, which is more or less what we currently seem to be developing.  Even if this so, I still persist in my contention that we ought to treat the development of such explanations as one of the central endeavors of political science, much more than we do.  

But on this point, too, we should not give up too easily.  There are undoubtedly ways in which the crafting of different sorts of political identities occurs through contrasting processes, but there may also be illuminating ways in which these processes and patterns of identity formation have elements in common. That, again, is a possibility that political scientists have an intellectual duty to take seriously.  For if it is so, then these elements are surely fundamental for both empirical and normative political analyses.  There can hardly be any topic more richly significant for explanatory political inquiries than questions of how people come to have the senses of political affiliation and allegiance that they possess and how those senses of belonging change. There can hardly be any topic more important to normative political debates than the question of the forms of political membership and identity we ought to embrace as our own.  Though the relationship of political identities to human interests is complex, there is good reason to think that it is at least reciprocal—that just as economic interests influence our affiliations, so those affiliations shape our senses of our economic interests.  The same person might conceive of her most politically salient identity as simply “worker,” or as a “white worker,” or as an “American worker,” or as a “female worker.  She is likely to define her economic interests differently and to pursue very different political courses depending on which conception she favors.  Similarly, it is plausible to think that our memberships reflect but also help define our interests in personal physical security and political power.  The same person might seek protection and representation primarily as a Jew, or as a Brooklyn resident, or as a member of a radical socialist party, conceptions that again have quite different implications for political conduct.  If it is credible to think that political identities can play such decisive roles, then issues of their making and remaking cannot be ignored or marginalized in a genuinely adequate political science. 


But accepting these questions as fundamental to our discipline, especially today, quickly makes clear that our conventional field structure is ill suited to accord such work proper recognition.  That structure treats “nations” as the only forms of political identity worthy of structural recognition—the fields, again, are governance in the American nation-state, other “comparative” nation-states, relations between nation-states, and political theorizing, which tends to be about nation-state politics.  The field structure also “recognizes” nation-states as, for the most part, somehow already “given” or established prior to “politics,” though to be fair the emergence of “new nations” is a “comparative politics” theme.  

But political life everywhere has always involved many political identities beyond nation-state memberships and they have always been subjects of political contestation and change, as they so vividly are now.  If we have begun to conclude that most of those identities—racial, ethnic, gendered, religious—are worthy of study, and if we also see the development of at least some new transnational forms of political association and politically engaged economic association as important, then we need to recognize that the old field structure is, at best, a particular artifact of certain past historical processes of political identity construction.  That artifact has long been under pressure: most political science departments have often heard and often granted requests to create “special fields” on topics like “racial and ethnic politics,” “gender politics,” “religion and politics” and the like.  As these demands accumulate, they provide evidence that the time when the prevailing field structure served the discipline’s analytical purposes well is passing, if indeed it ever really did so.  By reifying a certain subset of political identities as all-important, that structure now stands in the way of even asking, much less answering, all the questions that should concern us in the contemporary world.  We need to study processes of political identity formation and transformation more broadly than our traditional focus on “nations” permits.  We also need to focus on the explicitly political dimensions of these processes more than we have done.  And we should at least try to do so via more general theorizing, if we can.  The existing field structure is, in short, a Cold War relic that we should consign to that era, while we experiment with better ways to define and structure the diverse sorts of work we must now do.

II. The Limited Utility of Rational Choice Theorizing.  If we are to make questions of political identity formation and transformation as central to our discipline as issues such as constitutional design, electoral representation, legislative behavior, global security and political economy long have been, that shift in our agenda has implications for the methods we employ (I leave aside questions of what methods are really most appropriate for these other sorts of substantive topics).  I think we have found and will continue to find that many important aspects of the politics of identity cannot be adequately probed without methods that are richly “interpretive,” that involve grasping discursively the consciousnesses and senses of value and meaning that identities involve for the human beings they concern.  More formal methods that reduce identity choices to points on hypothetical preference functions simply cannot go very far in capturing their substantive appeal and implications.  And formal models that are so “thin” that they have to treat senses of identity and interest as exogenously given are transparently incapable of saying much about how identities are formed and changed.  

On these topics, interpretive textual analyses, ethnographic field work, in-depth interviews, participant observation in case studies are likely to yield more reliable insights.  As suggested above, it is a combination of immersion, empathy and imagination that permit researchers like Jim Scott to offer an alternative conception of peasant political identity.  Even that process of concept formation always involves at least a rough method of inference testing: researchers like Scott invariably check a preliminary hypothesis formed on the basis of some observations against many others that they have formed in the course of their fieldwork before elaborating them as positive arguments.  Such conceptions can, in turn, be used to construct better large-n surveys that can be more easily subjected to systematic, if always imperfect, statistical analyses to test particular descriptive and explanatory claims, and that work will also be essential.  But it will be dependent on the strength of concepts formed chiefly through other means. 

We also need methods that are historically and contextually sensitive.  The political identities that prevail in one location in one era may well be very different than in another, prompting “local” patterns in political behavior that we can only understand by grasping the substantive characteristics and distinctions among ways of life in those contrasting periods.  Being a Connecticut Congregationalist in the colonial era of politically established churches had political implications very different than those that attach to being a Connecticut Congregationalist today, when a more secularized political society prevails within a state where Catholics are the largest denomination.  Being a Protestant in Northern Ireland today also has a political significance very different from that attached to being a Protestant in modern New England.  Though I will suggest there is still some room for theorizing that is to some degree trans-historical, the “politics of political identities” raises a host of questions that are not likely to be well answered either through the quest to identify timeless regularities in political conduct that characterized the behavioralist revolution in political science during the 1950s and 1960s, or the quest to achieve thin, formal, and therefore universal theories of instrumentally rational behavior that characterized the rational choice revolution in political science during the 1970s and 1980s.  

Having made those controversial claims, let me reiterate that I nonetheless agree that in more localized, contextual studies, just as interpretive work, researchers should seek as much as possible to discipline their claims according to what I accept to be a unitary logic of scientific inference.  They should state their descriptive and explanatory characterizations of the identities and contextual patterns of conduct they arrive at as precisely as the substance of those conceptions permit.  They should draw from their conceptions as many observable implications as they can.  And they should try to see, as systematically as possible, whether these “observables” conform to or contradict their interpretive, contextual characterizations, as King, Keohane, Verba, and many others urge.  All these steps can be taken in historical institutional analyses and contextual case studies just as in other sorts of work.  The testing may be less mathematically sophisticated because the researcher cannot easily generate large-n data sets for statistical evaluation, but often it is sufficient to establish the argument:  Jeffrey Tulis’s raw data on types of presidential speeches, for example, were more than sufficient to show that presidential behavior in this respect had indeed changed from the 19th to the 20th century (Tulis, 1987).  Nothing in my arguments here are meant to imply that the “testing” dimensions of social scientific work should be abandoned, minimized, or carried out with avoidable imprecision.  It is simply that in order to arrive at conceptions of particular identities and how they emerge and are transformed, we are likely to have to devote a great deal of attention to concept formation in interpretive and contextual studies.  Neither advances in formal modeling, nor improved statistical or experimental methods of inference testing, are likely to help us greatly in that key endeavor.

As evidence for these contentions, let me discuss one distinguished counter-example.  In apparent refutation of everything I have said so far, one of the most celebrated recent works in political science is David Laitin’s Identity in Formation: The Russian-Speaking Populations in the Near Abroad (1998).  It not only takes processes of identity formation and transformation as its subject; it begins with a chapter-long “theory of political identities.”  And it presents, as the heart of that theory, an abstract rational choice “tipping model,” which Laitin suggests does the key explanatory work in illuminating the phenomenon with which he is concerned, the question of whether Russian-speaking persons in states that were formerly part of the Soviet Union will learn the dominant language of those newly independent nations or remain “Russian,” at least in linguistic terms (Laitin, 1998, 24-32, 243-260).


Because some of my ensuing remarks will be negative, let me underline at the outset that I find most aspects of Laitin’s work exceedingly impressive.  After its introductory theory chapter, it presents a highly informative and analytical recounting of historical and institutional developments that help explain why so many parts of what became the Soviet Union never became Russian-speaking, under either centralized Tsarist or Soviet rule.  Laitin then draws on four ethnographies conducted in the newly independent republics he studies, and he personally lived in Estonia for seven months as part of this fieldwork.  He and his colleagues also conducted an extensive large-n survey of Russian and “native language” speakers in those republics that he uses in a variety of quantitative analyses.  And Laitin adds both interviews and documentary analyses to identify pertinent state policies in each republic, along with a Russian-language discourse analysis based on articles in the Russian press and the presses of the republics.  The result is a landmark work that exhibits the great benefits of multiple methods of analysis for political science research, even if Laitin claims “to have provided only a descriptive account” (1998, x).


Still, one must wonder why he makes this surprisingly modest claim in a book that, again, begins by trumpeting a rational choice theory of identity formation that it then goes on to test.  In fact, his work is more theoretically valuable than this characterization suggests; but Laitin’s modesty is nonetheless understandable.  For the truth is that, even on its own terms, Laitin’s rational choice model of identity formation contributes very little to the understanding of processes of identity formation that his book provides.  Instead, most of the explanatory power in his analysis comes from features he treats as less theoretically significant, especially his analysis of historical institutional patterns and current state policies, as well as his evidence of some group attitudes for which he does, indeed, have no real theoretical account.  In the end the book does much more to make the case for the limitations of rational choice models as responses to the kinds of questions he is addressing than the reverse.

Laitin seeks to build on the pioneering work of Thomas Schelling, who used a tipping model to clarify, among other things, how discriminatory real estate practices did not have to be massive to produce sharply segregated residential patterns.  I wholeheartedly affirm the usefulness of Schelling’s model for demonstrating those tendencies in certain sorts of racially inflected, and racially consequential, economic choices.  Laitin, however, uses his “tipping model” to support a somewhat more obvious claim.  Russian speakers in societies where Russian is not the dominant language will learn that dominant language, he suggests, when they find it comparatively advantageous to do so.  But that, he knows, is a truism; the question is when they find it so advantageous.  The “tipping model” suggests that at least one important element is their perception that most other Russian speakers in the region are learning the dominant language and shifting to it.  If most are, then presumably it will be harder in a whole variety of respects to remain one of the few monolingual Russian speakers left (1998, 21-24).  But again, there’s no surprise there: what we need to know is what sort of factors make first some, then many, decide to pay the costs of learning the dominant language, eventually creating a “cascade” in which it becomes understandable why most of those remaining go ahead and take that step.  We also want to know why Russian speakers in some republics make the shift more readily and massively than in others.


To answer, Laitin elaborates his theoretical choice model.  People might learn a new language under three conditions--when it is economically advantageous to do so; when members of their own “in-group” do not punish and perhaps even encourage such adaptation (again, perhaps by doing it themselves); and when members of the regionally dominant language group do not punish and perhaps even welcome and reward this learning (1998, 28-29).  Though these elaborations are presented in fairly formal, abstract terms, in fact they quickly move the bulk of the work done by Laitin’s analysis to its non-formal, extra-model elements.  If choices are greatly shaped by the attitudes and behavior of “in-group” and “out-group” members, then we need to know how those senses of group identity came to be, and why those groups are punishing and encouraging members and outsiders in the ways that they are.  Yet the “tipping model” tells us nothing at all about those decisive issues.  

Perhaps the model might seem more useful if economic calculations proved to be most of the story in explaining personal choices, as in Schelling’s real estate example (though even then, we still need some sense of why people define their economic interests as they do).  But when Laitin goes to test his model against data gathered in his surveys of the four republics, he is compelled to conclude that if “the tipping model relied solely on economic returns and probabilities for occupational mobility, these data present an insurmountable challenge” (1998, 254).  The expected economic returns for language acquisition in the four republics simply do not map on to the findings about the willingness to engage in such learning expressed by Russian speakers in the different regions.  The economic returns of change are, for example, worst in Latvia; yet it is the republic where Russian speakers are most eager to undertake linguistic assimilation.  Sadly, the economic results do not display a nice pattern of inverse correlation, either.  They simply do not do much explanatory work at all.


What does work best is a sense of “social distance”: in republics where Russians share a similar language and religion with the dominant group, as in Latvia (Indo-European language and Christian in religion), the Russians are most open to change.  Where that social distance is greatest, as in Kazakhstan (non-Indo-European language and Islamic), they are least open.  But how do we judge whether a language or religion is “distant” or “close” to another?  We can do so only by learning about the particularities of the different languages and religions in question and determining how far, on balance, they seem to resemble each other in decisive respects, or to be distinct.  Those determinations are prior to the construction of a data set measuring “social distance” and must be performed persuasively if any analysis of that data set is to seem at all convincing.  It appears, then, that on Laitin’s evidence, the things we can only grasp by interpretively characterizing the identities in question--our accounts and judgments of substantive religious and linguistic similarities and contrasts—are much more crucial to explaining patterns of change than anything at all in the tipping model.  

But Laitin sloughs off this evidence, saying it applies to conditions during the Soviet era, when there were few other reasons to learn the regional language other than personal interest.  He argues that now, “Russian-speakers need to calculate more consciously the potential payoffs for learning” the local language, and so the tipping model will be of more help in the future (1998, 253).  The focus has to be on this essentially speculative future vindication, because Laitin’s other data do not provide any strong corroboration for the tipping model, either.  For example, Russian speakers face relatively low friendship losses among their “in-group” for learning the dominant language in Kazakhstan, and also have the best prospects for friendships among the Kazakh “out-group” (though those prospects are still negative); yet they are the least open to doing so.  But the data do allow Laitin to contend that where out-group opposition to Russians learning the local language is low, as in Latvia, Russians are more likely to assimilate, and where losses of in-group respect for doing so are high, as in Kazakhstan, they are less likely to do so (252, 255-56).


These results are, however, weak on their own terms; there are contradictory findings, such as the unwillingness of Kazakhs to support inter-group marriages; and in any case, they do little to explain either the power of in-group and out-group identities or the reasons for their variations in disapproval and receptivity.  In the latter regard, Laitin turns in part to historical patterns he identified in the first part of his book, in part to current state policies to which those patterns are thought to have contributed. His analysis suggests that in those republics whose local elites had extensive opportunities for mobility within the Soviet Union, such as Ukraine, the rewards for learning the local language are not so high, in part because those elites are long accustomed to intermingling with Russian speakers and often speak Russian themselves, even though they do not wish it to predominate.  Conversely, in republics such as Kazakhstan, where the Soviets governed on a more colonial model, with relatively little meaningful power of any sort for local elites, many Russians remain hostile to embracing what they still see as an inferior Kazakh identity.  The rewards for learning the local language are also not great, perhaps because resentful opposition to Russian assimilation and mobility remain strong as well (though again, the data only ambiguously support that claim).  In places like Latvia and Estonia, where local elites had real internal power but not many prospects to rise in the Soviet Union outside their borders, there tend to be more benefits to learning the dominant language and otherwise assimilating.  Elites are comparatively receptive to Russians who do so, but they do expect business to be conducted in the local tongue.  These different patterns of receptivity, reflecting identity-inflected power structures under Soviet and Tsarist rule, help explain why in some places enough Russians learn the locally dominant language to launch a “cascade” (1998, 59-82, 353-361).


However much weight should be given to such explanations—again, it is “social distance” variables that really fare best in Laitin’s data set—they clearly gain whatever power they possess not from the “tipping model” or any other rational choice theory.  They rest instead on reasoning about the results of different historically shaped patterns of institutional structures and state policies, patterns that have both expressed and reinforced distinctive senses of political identity and allegiance.  That reasoning, if borne out by empirical evidence more fully than Laitin’s, would be sufficient to explain the prevailing patterns of linguistic assimilation without any elaboration of the “tipping model” that Laitin stresses.  If state institutions and policies and the behavior they foster make it sensible for most people to change, then most people will change; the intervening variable of how many others are changing when one does so is likely to prove more intercorrelated than independently causal.  There does not, in the end, seem to be much “value added” provided to Latin’s historically, institutionally, ethnographically and survey-based analysis by his invocation of this rational choice model.
 


I therefore conclude from Laitin’s justly acclaimed example that grasping identity formation and change requires interpretive understandings of different identities, in ways that can enable us to identify and comprehend phenomena like “social distance;” and it also may be advanced by an understanding of historical political processes of institution-building and power-structuring that have strengthened and modified certain existing identities, sometimes fostered novel ones, and often played strong roles in defining the relationships of those identities to various others.  At this point, the interpretivists and historical institutionalists among political science readers (in which camps I wholeheartedly belong) may feel cheered; but all political scientists may also have a mounting sense of anxiety.  Political science may not be the best place for such “qualitative” work.  Sociological and anthropological ethnographers, literary critics, and narrative historians may do it better, and even if we do it as well as it can be done, it may not satisfy our aspirations to achieve social scientific explanatory theories.  Those theories are supposed to be, if not universal, at least meaningfully and usefully generalizable over some middle-range of cases.  They should not be “just” thickly descriptive case studies or narrative accounts of unique historical trajectories.  Again, though I do not disparage any of these sorts of work, and indeed think they must play indispensable roles in any adequate analyses of the formation of political identities, I do not think political scientists need to despair of their theoretical ambitions so entirely.

III. 
The Role of Social Science Explanatory Theories.  Let me first reiterate that, 

though questions of political identity-making have not been central to the American political science profession’s agenda through much of the 20th century, they have come much more to the fore in recent decades.  We do have valuable “political” theories of the formation of various identities, including nations, races, ethnic social movements, gender identities, religions affiliations, and others.  These in themselves show that a focus on “identity politics” topics need not necessarily be limited to ethnographies or narrative histories (see, e.g., Armstrong, 1982; Pateman, 1988; Marx, 1998; Jung, 2000; Marquez, 2001).  My message is in part that our discipline ought to be further encouraging and rewarding all these sorts of projects, when they are well done, because they productively address what ought to be among our most fundamental concerns.


Yet my own recent work, which has sparked these reflections, prompts me to want to claim more.  Grandiose as the notion of a “Unified Field Theory of Political Identities” may seem, and may in fact prove to be, it seems grossly premature to give up exploring whether we can generate such a theory or, better yet, rival theories that we can test against each other and then improve.  I reach that conclusion because, out of desire to make sense of what seems to be me the puzzling enduring power of intellectually bankrupt racial conceptions in U.S. political history, I have felt compelled to move to higher levels of theoretical generality in the quest for more satisfying explanations.  I have not felt driven to or rewarded by any turn to purely formal theories of individual instrumental rationality; but I am developing a framework that, I currently believe, both provides some real insights and is sufficiently general to apply to—dare I say it—significant aspects of politics in all times and places (Smith, 2001; 2002; 2003).


A brief sketch of that framework may help clarify, not what the “right” theoretical approach to questions of identity formation is, but rather the sorts of theoretical endeavors that seem to me most promising.  In various recent writings, I contend that senses of membership in a political community, a political “people,” to which one is commonly understood to owe allegiance, are indeed political creations.  They do not emerge semi-automatically from economic, demographic, sociological, geographic, linguistic, ancestral, biological, religious, or cultural characteristics.  Rather, drawing on and constrained by such features of human life, elites and would-be elites craft many forms of political “peoplehood,” many kinds of “imagined community” (not just Benedict Anderson’s nations), by winning the support of a critical mass of constituents for their visions of political identities and memberships (Anderson, 1983).  


That crafting of senses of political identity takes place through two fundamental means: coercive force and persuasive stories.  Many Native Americans are Americans because some of their ancestors were conquered; many African Americans are Americans because some of their ancestors were enslaved; and all Americans are Americans because a critical mass of colonists wielded sufficient force to make the more powerful British imperial authorities decide that it was easier to let them go than to coerce them into continued subjectship.  But mainstream political science is well equipped to grasp the role of coercive force in crafting political identities: that seems hard, solid, often measurable stuff.  So in my recent work I have concentrated on “stories” or “narratives” of peoplehood and the role they play in winning some constituent allegiances voluntarily.  That role is necessary, I assert, because no leaders ever have enough force to make all members of their community subscribe to their vision through coercion alone.


What kinds of stories inspire persons to embrace certain senses of imagined political community, memberships in particular political peoples?  Like Laitin’s, my model is classically Trinitarian.  I suggest there are three basic types.  “Economic” stories offer material benefits for membership—ideologies espousing both capitalist and socialist political communities are stories of this sort.  “Political power” stories promise personal protection and a share in great collective power—both republicanism and fascism are instances here.  “Ethically constitutive” stories suggest that membership in a particular community is somehow intrinsic to who its members are, in ways that are ethically valuable.  I view most racial, religious, ethnic, cultural, linguistic, historical, and gendered senses of community membership, among others, as such “ethically constitutive” accounts.  

I argue, moreover, for the existence of the following empirically falsifiable behavioral regularity: all “real world” visions of political membership capable of attracting significant support, from “Americanism” to “radical Islam” to those offered by the leaders of communal “eco-villages” (Jackson, 2000), always blend together distinctive versions of all these three types of stories.  Every political actors and movement advances an account of the community they wish to shape and lead that includes identifiable economic, political power, and ethically constitutive stories, though with differing emphases—some more pronouncedly economic, some more predominantly “ethically constitutive,” and so forth—and of course the substantive contents of their stories vary as well.  Furthermore, it is vanishingly rare for any political actor, party, or movement to succeed in institutionalizing their vision of political peoplehood in unqualified fashion, without any concessions to any opposing views.  Instead, all political societies are and always have been made up by the compromised, aggregated results of contests among proponents of different visions of that community, each offering accounts that include some version of all three story types, in ways that are always undergoing contestation and change.  That is the “politics of political identity formation” in a nutshell.  Or so I claim.


Here, my concern is not to persuade you that this framework is correct or even, in its specifics, helpful, though I hope it is.  Rather, I use it to suggest the sort of theory-building in regard to political identities that it seems advisable to undertake now.  This is a framework, theory or account that meets social science aspirations to heuristically useful simplification—since it relies as much as possible on elaboration of a few basic ideas--and universality--since it purports to identify fundamental elements through which political identities are constructed in any time and everywhere.  It is therefore necessarily an abstract theory; but it is not so abstract as models of pure instrumental rationality.  Rather, it presumes that people do have basic, recognizable types of substantive interests: in material well-being; in some forms of political protection and therefore, necessarily, political power; and in senses of ethically constitutive identity.  It also presumes that these needs can be understood and met in a great many ways.  

In other writings I try to explain why, in particular, my relatively novel category of “ethically constitutive” stories is not only a coherent one, but also one that highlights discourses capable of playing vital roles in human political life that the other sorts of stories cannot play so well.  Among other things, ethically constitutive stories can support beliefs that political memberships are morally valuable more easily than economic and political power stories can.  Ethically constitutive stories are also harder to discredit via empirical evidence than economic or power ones, meaning that they can sustain loyalty even in materially bad times.  For me, at least, the framework thus helps answer my question about why racial conceptions are so politically potent in the U.S., even under circumstances where they no longer clearly help to rationalize economic exploitation, as they originally did.  Ugly as they are to those who disbelieve them, traditional American racial stories have long conferred to many whites a sense of superior moral worth that no evidence could dispel, but that racial equality could threaten.  In so arguing, I advance a specific understanding of W. E. B. Du Bois’s famous claim for the existence of a “sort of public and psychological wage” for whiteness (Du Bois, 1969, 700).  

This “theory of people-making” also generates a number of other hypotheses about the circumstances in which such ethically constitutive stories are likely to come to the political forefront, thereby altering dominant senses of political identity, and when instead economic and political power themes are more prominent.  It is reasonable, for example, to suppose that when leaders can hope to offer quite concrete economic and power benefits, they will stress them, and that they will turn to ethically constitutive accounts when they cannot, or when a people can only obtain material benefits by means that would seem illegitimate if not sanctioned by an ethically constitutive story.  Furthermore, by arguing that we can always find political leaders blending the three types of stories with a content that is explicable in terms of what will appeal to the core constituents whose support they must win, this framework provides a general guide to identifying and analyzing the mechanisms of political identity formation in different locales (Smith, 2002).  Its categories can structure empirical inquiries, and those inquiries can then empirically falsify the key claims I am advancing: it may be that in many instances, some or all of these types of stories cannot be found at all, or cannot be plausibly seen to play anything like the roles I am suggesting.


My admittedly elementary framework for analyzing the “politics of people-making” is, then, a kind of general, trans-historical theory about some important dimensions of political identity formation, and one that I believe will prove to be genuinely useful.  Because it has more specific substantive content, because it promises to help us understand the distinct political contributions of different types of stories of identity, because it can spark ideas about their strengths and limitations, both politically and normatively, it seems to me to do more work than Laitin’s “tipping model” does in his analysis.  But it is at the same time necessarily quite limited in what it can contribute to full understandings of the politics of identity making and remaking. 

On its own terms, it requires us to engage in historical, empirical, and often ethnographic and interpretive work to grasp the kinds of economic arrangements that render certain sorts of economic stories more probable and successful; the contextual traditions and structures of power that make specific political power stories capable of inspiring allegiance; and the existing array of demographic, cultural, linguistic and other identities that make the formulation of certain sorts of resonant ethically constitutive stories, and not others, possible.  Those investigations, in turn, are likely often to confirm the belief that people have conceived of their “economic interests,” “political power interests,” and certainly “ethically constitutive” interests, very differently in different times and places, and that different populations have in fact done so within the same times and places.  That means, again, that the specific explanations for and predictions of political conduct that “work” in those contexts will vary from those that “work” in others.  Many political behavioral regularities that we can accurately and usefully identify in one historical and geographical context will not be applicable to times and places where identities and senses of interests have, through the same general processes, been constituted in ways that are substantively quite distinct.  Because that is likely to prove to be a truth about political behavior, we need to use theoretical ideas and investigative approaches that can accommodate and develop that truth, not treat it as an impediment to scientific progress to be evaded whenever possible.  

We will still, in short, need to study processes of political identity formation in large part through interpretive, ethnographic, and historical methods of various sorts.  But there is hope, I think, to develop theoretical frameworks that can enable us to knit those studies together to a greater degree than we are now doing.  To take another example: my colleague Ian Lustick has recently been exploring “agent-based modeling,” which seeks to wed the logical precision of formal models with more contextual knowledge to illuminate processes of identity change in just the ways I am urging.  He seeks to show, for example, how political actors draw on repertoires of identity available to them in particular contexts to “remake” themselves in circumstantially more optimal ways (Lustick and Midodwinik, 2000)..  I confess that here, too, I am skeptical about how much work is really being done by the formal elements of the analysis, as opposed to the documenting of the available identities and the circumstances that make the embrace of some new sense of self attractive; but this work is certainly an example of the somewhat less thin but still theoretically ambitious endeavor that seems to me appropriate today.  

How much trans-historical insight and explanatory theorizing can be developed from such efforts remains to be seen.  Perhaps we will eventually be able to generate plausible trans-historical theories of patterns in the historical evolution of all political identities.  Perhaps we will simply be able to make sense of political identity formation at some more middle-range theoretical levels.  But through such work we will, I think, be able to advance significantly our insights into these key features of political life. 


If, that is, we choose to try to do so.  My aim here has been to provide some ideas that may be of assistance to those already predisposed to work in these directions, and to move some who are not so disposed a little closer toward thinking that we should attempt such labors.  If I have had any success at all in modifying anyone’s sense of professional identity and purpose even a little bit, then, given how highly politicized our professional identities are, I will further contend that this essay is actually a rough kind of admittedly non-randomized “field experiment”—one that has, through its impact on those who have read it, in contrast to the unaltered masses who have not, provided empirical support for its theoretical claims.  

And if it turns out that no one is persuaded in the least by any of this, well then, in the identity-reconstituting words of the late Gilda Radner, never mind.

� See e.g. A. D. Smith, 1983, 191; Turner, 1986, 18-19; Brubaker, 1992, 35.


� For a similar critique, see Schnapper, 1998, 12, 145-49.  To be sure, there are outstanding exceptions to these generalizations.  Unlike Schnapper, I see John A. Armstrong’s Nations before Nationalism (1982), as stressing the political origins of ethnic and national identities, though how far is unclear as he explicitly eschews much general theory-building ((3).  The resistance of political scientists to portraying identities as deeply politically constructed may have reflected the wariness of many post-W.W. II western liberal scholars toward perspectives that appeared to dismiss individual autonomy, in ways associated with both fascist and Communist abuses.  In the years of Marxism’s greatest prestige, moreover, many writers on the left generally took economically determined class identities to be most important and treated other identities as epiphenomenal, as have many social scientists influenced by liberal forms of political economy.  Thus no theory of political identity formation beyond Marxism or economic theory more broadly seemed necessary.  If so, it is not surprising that theoretical explorations of the politics of identity have proliferated after the fall of Communism.


In one such effort, Alexander Wendt (1999) offers an insightful "general, evolutionary" model of collective identity formation from which I have greatly benefited.  Wendt does so, however, out of recognition that we scholars with "constructivist" views of social identities do not clearly possess a general theory of their creation (317), and his effort, too, is a partial one.  He is specifically concerned with the formation of "state" identities, not all political identities.


�For a historian's sharp and reasonable critique of exactly the sort of general theorizing I am discussing here, see Breuilly, 1982, p. 2.  Yet in an attempt to avoid too general an approach, Breuilly and others have to define their topics, in his case “nationalism,” in plausibly but eminently contestable ways that generate lengthy and often unfruitful debates over what “nationalism” (or "ethnicity," or "class," or some other category) "really" is.


� I will not venture to offer a personal alternative field mapping here, but both the departments with which I have been affiliated, at Yale University and the University of Pennsylvania, have developed distinct and promising formulations in their recent “Initiatives.”


�For a related critique from which I have benefited, see Motyl, 2002, 237-241.  I am grateful to Yitzhak Brudny for calling this article to my attention. 
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