The Metamorphoses of Cultural Identity

Sélim Abou

Ten years ago, an issue of the journal L'Homme et la Société was enti-
tled “La Mode des identités.”! Most of the articles were about cul-
tural identity, but the basic thrust of the work was “a critique of the
‘fashion’ of identity calling into question the validity of a notion as
striking as it is uncertain.”? Recently, a special issue of the journal
Sciences Humaines, entitled “Identité et identités,”? dealt with per-
sonal, familial, social, professional identities and only spoke of cul-
tural identity marginally and in a roundabout way. Finally, in a
manual of Sociologie politique published by the Presses Universi-
taires de France,! the author takes to task the notion of ethnicity
inherent to cultural identity and pushes the critique of the ethnic
group to the point of negating its objective existence. Must we
think then that the notion of cultural identity is henceforth obso-
lete, that it has lost all pertinence?

In reading these critiques, we realize that what is called into
question are the distortions of the notion of cultural identity
imposed on current language by certain ideologies. Whether the
notion be considered at the level of ethnic groups, the nation state,
or the supranational entity, ideological discourse of all stripes
receives attributes that are not only characteristic of the phenome-
non but even deform and denature it. The “fixity” of identity, the
“homogeneity” of culture, the “substantiality” of cultural identity
and other attributes that make ethnicity a euphemistic substitute for
racism, are of course phantasms which criticism picks up from the
literary genre called discourse analysis. Certain sociologists or polit-
ical scientists blithely move on from there to deny the reality of the
phenomenon referred to by the notion of cultural identity and to
denigrate the conceptual apparatus that allows us to grasp it, much
to the astonishment of anthropologists.
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Since 1981 we have put the emphasis on the triple dimension —
historical, sociological, and psychological — of cultural identity, on
its dynamic and relational character, on its mobility and metamor-
phoses. We have also identified the diverse “types” of ideological
manipulation which it can be the object of for political ends.® Sub-
sequent research permit us to refine both the approach to the phe-
nomenon and the conceptual apparatus by which we grasp its
various facets. It might be useful here to recapitulate the principal
characteristics of cultural identity, by briefly analyzing its founda-
tions, that is, the meaning and the role of ethnicity that, in diverse
and changing forms, serves as its reference points, and its meta-
morphoses, that is, the incessant process of modification that affect
it and that it incorporates.

The Foundations of Cultural Identity

Cultural identity fundamentally refers to ethnicity. This character-
izes a group whose members claim a common history or origin and a
specific cultural heritage, no matter that the history or origin is often
mythicized or that the cultural legacy is never totally homoge-
neous. The essential thing is that these common elements are
lived by the concerned group as distinctive characteristics and
perceived as such by others. It is equally unimportant that these
ethnic groups were produced or exploited by colonial power or
local power for economic and political ends. On the one hand,
these groups were not created from nothing; on the other hand, it
is significant that ethnic identity has the property of polarizing
and amplifying conflicts of an economic or political order. Finally,
we know that the ethnic group is neither “substantial” nor “origi-
nal,” since two or more ethnic groups can meld into one by
“merger” or “incorporation” and that, in the other direction, an
ethnic group can split into two or more groups by “division” or
“proliferation.”8 It is thus futile to give preponderance to these
imaginary attributes of ethnicity as grounds for denying its exis-
tence or importance.”

As an American anthropologist notes, the sense of ethnicity is
“persistent”: “It has survived in diverse forms and in different
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names, but it is not dead and the city-dweller of the twentieth
century is closer than he thinks to his ancestors of the stone age.”8
In order to grasp the diverse forms that ethnicity takes, as the
foundation of cultural identity, it is necessary to consider it at
three different levels: as allegiance to the relatively homogeneous
cultural patrimony of the ethnic group; as affiliation to the some-
what heterogeneous cultural heritage of the nation in which the
group is inserting itself; as reference to the common cultural traits
of a supranational ensemble of established groups or nations.® It
goes without saying that the culture of the entity under consid-
eration - ethnic group, nation state, supranational ensemble —
separates into subcultures as a function of the social class, the pro-
fessional category, and the regional particularities that structure
the entity. But, in the eyes of the anthropologist, these determina-
tions are secondary, and methodologically they can be set aside
for purposes of analysis.

The ethnic group distinguishes itself from the nation in that it is
not politically organized, that is, does not have a state structure,
while the nation “integrates populations into a community of citi-
zens whose existence legitimizes the interior and exterior action of
the state.”!® The ethnic group lays claim to a cultural patrimony
that symbolizes its history and that, in its turn, is symbolized by
one of its own elements, such as language, religion, or a racial
indicator. This patrimony may reflect back to origins or lived as
such, as it is the case, for example, for the sixteen ethno-religious
communities, Christian and Muslim, that constitute the Lebanese
Nation. It can be the reconstructed residual of an anterior national
affiliation, as it is the case for the immigrated groups of both the
Americas. It can be acquired at the end of a differentiation or a
fusion of populations arising in the course of history: an example
of differentiation is that of the Swiss Jura which detached itself
from the Bern canton in the name of a specific ethno-cultural iden-
tity; examples of fusion were reported in the former Soviet Union
where, aside from the groups of European origin, other groups
tended to assimilate themselves with the more powerful neigh-
bors with whom they had the most ethno-cultural affinities.!
Whatever may be its origin, its form and its consistency, ethno-
cultural patrimony furnishes a basis for the identity consciousness
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of the group and nourishes its sense of difference: it is itself to the
extent that it is different from others.

But ethnic identity coincides with cultural identity only in the
case, today hypothetical, of an isolated primitive tribe. Every eth-
nic group is integrated into a nation, with which it shares to a
degree the culture. There is thus reason for it to distinguish its
ethno-cultural identity from its cultural national identity. Looking
at things from the side of the integrating nation, cultural identity is
very differentiated. Whether it be question of the North and South
American nations, or that of Australia, constituted from the start
by floods of immigrants, or of European nations that today wel-
come waves of immigrants of diverse origin, or African and Asian
nations which have always been pluri-ethnic, the national culture
with which citizens identify, beyond their group allegiance, can
only be conceived as a culture of synthesis. The past ideologies of
the Melting Pot in North America and of the Crisol de razas in Latin
America had the merit of opening the way for the cultural contri-
butions of immigrants and of accrediting the idea of a culture of
synthesis. With a few nuances, the ideologies of multiculturalism
currently spreading in the West have the same signification.

Nonetheless the above mentioned ideologies are illusory in that
they “represent cultural synthesis for themselves according to the
formulation A+B+C+D =N, where N refers to a wholly new cul-
ture and an identity, corollaries of a ‘new man,” while the true syn-
thesis takes place according to the formulation A+B+C+D=A/,
where A’ refers to the dominant culture and identity, enriched,
renovated, transformed by non-indigenous contributions.”!? The
synthesis is only operable from a dominant. In multinational or
multiethnic States, where unicultural entities are separated by
clearly defined boundaries, pluralism is purely nominal. This was
precisely the case for states that have fragmented, such as the
Soviet Union or Yugoslavia; it is the case for Switzerland that
explicitly defines itself as a Confederation of ethnic groups. As for
biethnic or bicommunal states, such as Lebanon, Belgium, Ireland,
whether or not they have linguistic or religious boundaries, the
national cultural identity is incessantly given a pounding by the
ethno-cultural identities of the two communities present and, in
the case of Lebanon, by the subgroups that compose them.
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Ethnicity finally can, in the name of a shared historical heritage,
give rise to the feeling or consciousness of a common cultural
identity in groups integrated into different nations, or even among
citizens of diverse nations. It is the case for ethnic or ethnically
marked “peoples,” who have been split into two, three, or several
entities by the carving out of Nation-States (the Kurd of Iran, of
Iraq, of Turkey and of Syria; French of France, of Belgium, of
Switzerland, etc.). It is also the case of certain “peoples” sharing a
particularly significant history and traditions, who have been dis-
persed throughout the world by a massive movement of exodus
or emigration (Jews and Armenians). Finally, it is the case for
nations that, by the effect of conquering or colonization, share a
common language and/or religion (the “Arab Nation,” the Fran-
cophone Community, the British Commonwealth). It is however
clear that the degree of identification to a supranational “commu-
nity” is a function of the economic, political or spiritual links of
solidarity that the concerned entities have interest in keeping up
between them. One is struck by the permanence of the reference to
the “Jewish people” by all the Israelites of the world, despite their
integration into different nations and whose respective cultures
they share, so too the persistent allegiance to the “Arab Nation”
by all Arab-speaking Muslims, although belonging to quite cultur-
ally differentiated nations. These cases contrast with the much
more vague character of solidarity between partially or entirely
francophone countries or between countries of Latin America that,
with one exception, share the same language.

If, from the sociological point of view, cultural identity mani-
fests itself as a collective phenomenon that plays itself out at on
least three different levels, defined by as many distinct entities,
from the psychological point of view, the individual’s global cul-
tural identity appears to be a mobile constellation of particular
identities that identify the cultural instances to which he is tied. A
Frenchman can conjugate two or three processes of identification:
he is French and European or he is Breton, French and European.
A French Canadian is at the same time Quebecois or Acadien,
Canadian and North American. A Lebanese conjugates four levels
of identification: he is Lebanese, Christian or Muslim, within his
religion belonging to a determined ritual community, and linked,
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beyond his national allegiance, to the Arab or Western cultural
world. And each of these instances holds specific cultural models.
In every day life, the subject identifies with one or the other of
these affiliations and the models that it mobilizes, depending on
the situation he must face here and now. This indeed does not
mean that these identities have, in and of themselves, the same
density or the same cultural significance, but that the subject
trades them off, consciously or unconsciously, depending on their
respective profitability in a given context. Finally, it is important to
note that the cultural models stemming from each of the entities
with which the individual identifies are in constant interaction,
and foster in him new models constructed on the mode of synthe-
sis or syncretism, and conditioned by his other identities: sexual,
familial, social, professional.

The Metamorphoses of Cultural Identity

The dynamic of cultural identity and its metamorphoses manifest
themselves in the contacts between groups of different cultures
and the process of acculturation that follows, whether the coexis-
tence of these groups in a same nation results from the history of
conquests or that of nationalisms, from the history of colonization
or that of immigration. One has to add that the orientation of the
acculturation process is conditioned by the nature and the volume
of the populations in contact, and its rhythm by the gap between
their respective cultures.’® But the type of history that has pro-
duced a determined pluricultural situation, the categories of pop-
ulations implicated in this situation, and the sorts of cultures
present only furnish the sociological conditions of the acculturation
phenomenon and the metamorphoses it transmits to cultural iden-
tity. The process, itself, can only be seized in its own articulations
from the psychological point of view of the lived experience. And
still one has to know how to isolate it, distinguishing the concept
of acculturation from the concept of integration for which there is
often a tendency of confusion. Integration designates the insertion
of the group studied in the economic, social, and political struc-
tures of global society; acculturation designates the whole of cul-
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tural interferences that it sustains, at all the levels of integration,
due to the continual contact of its culture with the dominant cul-
ture and additionally with the other cultures that are present.

Roger Bastide distinguishes material acculturation and formal
acculturation.! The first affects “the contents of psychic conscious-
ness” but leaves intact “the ways of thinking and of feeling.” It
characterizes that first generation implicated in an intercultural
circumstance. We have observed the effects in two different situa-
tions: that of Lebanese immigrants arriving adult into the welcom-
ing society, and that of two Guaranis Indian tribes engaged in a
planned but self-run experience of integration.’ In one case as in
the other, to avoid the pure and simple danger of assimilation and
the pathology of deculturation that can follow from it, the subject
spontaneously divides his world into two juxtaposed sectors: that
of secondary relations, that is, of the world of work where he
adopts the models of behavior of the society within which he
intends to integrate, and that of primary relations, that is, of the
narrow environment of family and ethnic group, within which he
conserves his models of thought and sensitivity. This situation
engenders for the subject a characteristic mental attitude which
consists, on the one hand, in passing alternatively from one cul-
tural code to another, on the other hand, in reinterpreting the con-
tents of the new culture from the original culture code.

Within material acculturation, Dominique Schnapper makes a
new distinction between the hard core of the culture and its periph-
ery: “For migrants,” she writes, “participation in economic life is
accompanied by a private life in which the peripheral elements
know an acculturation to the norms of the global society, leaving
intact the hard cultural core [...]. The distinction between the hard
core and the periphery of the cultural system is not given once
and for all, it depends on the original cultures and the historical
circumstances that bring the group to become conscious of itself
and, in consequence, of its limits.”1¢ This distinction has the
advantage of concretely determining the concept of material
acculturation. From this fact, it permits to pinpoint, at each stage
of the process, the respective arenas of cultural borrowings and
resistances, and to thus situate the domain and the meaning of
reinterpretation. This was the case for us when it was necessary to

9

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219704517702 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219704517702

Sélim Abou

understand the rules that govern, for the Guaranis in the process
of integration and acculturation, the alternation between tradi-
tional medicine and modern medicine, between the recourse to
the shaman and the call to the doctor, and to seize the meaning of
the interpretation they give to justify this dual behavior. More
subtle was the case of the emigrant Lebanese in Montreal who, in
order to integrate themselves rapidly into the welcoming society,
chose to live in an area exclusively inhabited by Quebecois. On
their own admission, they imperatively needed prolonged visits
with compatriot friends, at least twice a week, so as to reimmerse
themselves in the original environment and thus counterbalance
the pressure exerted on them by the norms of the receiving society.l”

Formal acculturation affects the very way of thinking and feel-
ing; “it leads,” writes Roger Bastide, “to the transformations and
metamorphoses of the form of feeling, of apprehending, of con-
sciousness.”!® The children of immigrants, born in or arriving very
young to the welcoming country, can no longer give themselves to
the dichotomous strategy of their parents. Forced, from a very
young age, to interiorize the two present cultural systems, that of
the country of origin at home and eventually within the ethnic
group, that of the welcoming country in school and in public life,
they are plagued by conflict which inevitably results in the con-
frontation of the two. The same is true of the children observed in
the two Guaranis villages in process of development and integra-
tion: at the bilingual school, at the health center, in the school gar-
den, on the sports ground, they are constantly in contact with the
Argentinean teachers and instructors, and, through them, learn
the norms and values of the global society, which profoundly dif-
fer from the familial and tribal cultural system to which they
remain attached. But in order to understand the meaning and
scope of the conflict of cultures lived by the subject, it is necessary
to separate the notion of conflict from the negative connotation we
tend to give it. Even in a unicultural environment, there isn’t
growth without conflict, no growth that is not the resolution of
these conflicts.

This isn’t all. As paradoxical as it may seem, it is this conflict of
cultures, interiorized, that is a prelude to the formation, for the
subject, of a cultural identity of synthesis. Indeed, as we wrote
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regarding the subjects of the second generation in the context of
immigration, “contrary to the simplistic idea that one can have of
the process of acculturation, the passage of one cultural code to
another is neither direct, nor immediate. In the transitory and
effervescent period in which the children of migrants try to
resolve their conflict, to reject the culture of their fathers and
adopt that of the welcoming society, they unconsciously elaborate
new models coming from the dominant culture in the process of
assimilation and from the immigrated culture in the process of
reinterpretation.”? The difference between the material accultura-
tion sustained by the parents and the formal acculturation lived
by the children is that, for these latter, the reinterpretation has
changed direction: henceforth it is the traits of the original culture
that are reinterpreted as a function of the new cultural code and
not the reverse.

There resides in the phenomenon of reinterpretation the secret of
continuity within change, which gives the subject in an intercul-
tural situation the paradoxical feeling of becoming other while
remaining himself. Continuing with the example of immigration,
the adult migrant engaged in the process of material acculturation
has the feeling of enriching his original identity by the new cul-
tural traits acquired in the welcoming society which he reinter-
prets from his own models of thought and sensitivity. His child,
subjected to a formal acculturation, has the feeling of bringing to
the national culture which is henceforth his own an original con-
tribution coming from the ancestral culture, as he received it from
his parents and as he reinterpreted it from his actual culture. But it
is obvious that the process of acculturation and the metamor-
phoses of cultural identity that ensue will be a harmonious path
only if the sociological conditions within which the intersecting of
cultures operates are favorable to the integration of the group to
which he is a part. If the group is treated as a minority or scorned,
if it is treated as a simple work force, and if, moreover, it comes up
against a latent or manifest hostility, the subject’s mechanisms of
regulation risk being gravely affected, blocking his integration
into the global society and, in consequence, his acculturation.
From this negative process there can follow diverse types of iden-
tity problems not only cultural but personal.
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The dynamic of cultural identity, as it manifests itself in the
process of acculturation, shows that humans do not allow them-
selves to be reduced to their particular being specified by a deter-
mined culture. They are before all singular individuals, different
from all others and capable of surpassing their socio-cultural con-
ditioning, even calling into question the inherent values of their
culture or of any other culture. If they have this power, it is that
they are at the same time rational beings haunted by the universal,
similar in this to all other humans and naturally oriented toward
the values coming from the common “humanity of humans.”
More precisely, these values result from the “principle of equality
of reasonable and free beings,”? inscribed in general or transcen-
dental consciousness, that is, this consciousness that, in Kant’s
terms, is “one and identical in each consciousness.” As the natural
horizon of rational consciousness, this universal principle serves
him as a standard for judging the values of a culture. Concretely, it
presents itself as the regulating principle that governs the differ-
ential comparison of cultures, conducting the subject in an inter-
cultural situation to discern that which, in each of the cultures
present, is good or bad, better or worse for humans, for the
humanity of humans.

When theoreticians of nationalism, such as Maurice Barrés or
Joseph de Maistre, substituted the moral imperative that proposes
itself to all humans as reasonable and free beings with the
national imperative that imposes itself to the citizen as a socially
and culturally determined being, they robbed the latter of the two
dimensions by which he can escape from his socio-cultural condi-
tionings: his singular individuality, irreducible to any other, his
aspiration to the universal that specifies his human identity.?! The
same can be said for the contemporary theoreticians of radical cul-
tural relativism when they deny the existence of universal values
and affirm the equivalence of all cultures. In their eyes, there are
as many ethics as there are cultures, each with its own rationality
and internal justification, each called to defend its identity against
the dangers of acculturation.?? This is to invite nations or ethnic
groups to constitute themselves in closed societies, reduce the
individual to his social being and enclose him in the narrow limits
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of his culture.? Opposing itself to this conception is that of soci-
eties open to the universal by means of acculturation: “It is accul-
turation,” writes Roger Bastide, “that transforms closed soci-
eties into open societies; the encounter of civilizations, their
inter-breeding, their interpenetrations are factors of progress and
disease, when disease there is, it is but the reverse of cultural
dynamic.”? It is acculturation that, in consequence, metamor-
phoses the cultural identity of the individual and orients him
towards the development of his human identity.

After all, the affirmation of cultural identity has the meaning of
a quest for recognition. The need to be recognized - that is,
accepted, estimated, loved — as we are, in our difference, is the
essence of Desire. Indeed, in its negative dynamic of lack-of-being,
Desire is identically the need for recognition, since it is desire of
the desire of the other. This is why cultural identity is “a living
dialectic of the Same and the Other, where the Same is as much
itself as it is open to the Other. This paradox has its foundation in
the intersubjective structure of consciousness: the consciousness of
the self, wrote Hegel, ‘is a consciousness of self for a conscious-
ness of self.” In other words the dialectic of the Same and the
Other, inherent to individual consciousness, exerts itself not only
in the return to the self from the other individual, but in the return
to one’s culture from other cultures, and in the ultimate instance,
from an absolute horizon, always present to consciousness, that of
belonging to humanity.”?
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