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CULTURE AND IDENTITY IN
COMPARATIVE POLITICAL
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Marc Howard Ross

INTRODUCTION

i uleure
In this essay I acgue that two distinct, but not unrelated, features fof cu e
i iti i is a system of meani
olitics. First, culture is a
are relevant to comparative p ! meaning
i i nd smail; second, cu
their daily worlds, large a '
that people use to manage pe a0 cond, e
i itical i i w people line up
i i ical identity that affects ho :
is the basis of social and polit e e
i f matters. Culture is a framew
how they act on a wide range o e s 2 " P
i aking sense o
i he self and others in ir, for m )
ing the world, for locating t i e e
acfions and interpreting motives of others, for ground.mg an:lmfalymmivatiﬂg
ests, for linking collective identities to political action, ax;l or‘aLt ouivating
peoiyle and groups toward some actions and away from others. the same
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| it i i ider the cultural dime
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tive action and po
i ins; he effects of culture on coilec '
of specific domaibs; two, ¢ . n ane polict
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litical life, it is necessary to inquire how the impact of culture i
interests and ipstitutions. B ‘ . o
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many forms, for unlike raviona ho . ; ¢ less clene
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sensus concerning the methods and tools to employ.! Lichbach {this volume) dis-
tinguishes between subjective and intersubjective views of culture; the subjective
emphasizes how individuals internalize individual values and attitudes that be-
come the object of study, while the intersubjective focuses on the shared mean-
ings and identities that constitute the symbolic, expressive, and interpretive part
of social life. I argue here for the merits of a postmodern intersubjective under-
standing of culture (with attention to subjective elements). This strong view of
culture is completely compatible with the belief that comparison is central to the
social science enterprise (while not denying its complexities), although this is not
the position some radical interpretivists hold. In making this acgument here, an
important task is to situate important or exemplary works in the field in terms
of crucial questions that cultural approaches to politics address. However, this
essay is not a review article, and chere are many additional studies that would be
included if reviewing the field were my goal.

This essay offers an opportunity to emphasize (even advocate) what an inter-
subjective cultural approach can concribute to comparative politics. In contrast
to rational choice approaches, which are well encrenched in the discipline, and in-
stitutional approaches, which have dominated the field in one form or another
since its inception, cuftural contriburions to political analysis are relacively race
and far less developed. Few graduate students rake culture very seriously, and if
one peruses the annual list of dissertations in comparative politics over several
years, it is difficule to place cujcural analyses in the trinity of comparacive poli-
tics, as the editors of chis volume have done.

It is not hard to identify the reasons why studies that give culture a central
role are rare in comparative politics. Most basically, culeure is not a concept wich
which most political scientists are comfortable. For many, culture complicates is-
sues of evidence, transforming hopes of rigorous analysis into “just so” accounts
that fail to meet widely held notions of scientific explanation, Culture violates
canons of methodological individualism while faising serious unit of analysis
problems for which there are no easy answers. Culture to many, neo-Marxists and
non-Marxists alike, seems like an epiphenomenon offering a discourse for polit;-
cal mobilization and demand-making while masking more serious differences di-
viding groups and individuals. Finally, employing the concept of culeure puts po-
litical scientists into a series of controversies over which proponents of culeural
analysis in anthropology themselves ate deeply divided.? Each of these objections
is more or less addressed in this essay, and while I do not argue that they are
unimportant, I do not view them as sufficiently damaging to warrant throwing
the baby out with the bath water.

e is possibie to identify differences within culeuralist approaches to politics in terms of methods,
levels af analysis, substantive questions, and willingness to compare and generalize across cases. In this
essay, othet than distinguishing between what I call weak and strong cultural wnderstandings, I empha-
size what I view as the useful core of the approach much more than differences withjn ir.

2."‘mnng the issues thar divide anthropologists are relativism, the imporeance of searching for gener-
alizations, the possibility of compatison, and the role of psychological mechanisms in culeural explanations,
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44 RESEARCH TRADITIONS IN COMPARATIVE POLITICS

Cultural analysis of politics takes seriously the postmodern critique of be-
havioral political analyses and seeks to offer contextually rich intersubjective ac-
counes of politics chat emphasize how policical actors uaderstand social and po-
litical action (Merelman 1991). In cultural “analyses, fot exarnple, interests are
conteéxtually and intersubjéctively definéd, and the strategies used to pursue
thém are understood to be context-dependent. Central to cultural analysis is the
concept of interpretacion. The interprecations of particular policical significance

" are built from the accounts — stories if one prefers — of groups and individuals
striving to make sense of their social and policical worlds, and [ use the term to
refer boch to the shared intersubjective meanings of actors’ and to the explicit ef-
fores of social science observers to understand these meanings and to ‘present

- them to others (Taylor, 1985). Shared ince‘rpretﬁtions of actors — worldviews —are
important in any. cultutal analysis as they offer an important mechodological tool,
along with an exatnination of rituals and symbols, for examining both systems of
meaning and the steucture and intensity of political identity. R

T'his essay has four parts. The first discusses five contributions that the con-
cept of culture defined 4s a system of meaning and identity makes to compara-
tive political analysis: culéure frames the contex in which politics occurs; culeure

links individual and colleccive identities; culture defines the boundaries between
" grotips and organizes actions within'and between them; culture provides a frame-
- work for interpreting the actions and mortives of others; and culture provides re-
soucces for political organization and motivation. The second part examines five
central themes (some might say approaches) in cultural analyses of politics: cul-
‘ture and personality studies; the civic culture tradition; culeure and political
process (an approach chat originated in anthropology); political ritual; and cul-
ture and political violence. Third, identify five critiques of cultural studies of
politics: unit of analysis issues; the problem of within-culture variation; the dif-
ficulty of distinguishing culture from socidl or political oiganization; the static
nature of culture and ‘explaining political change; and the need to identify un-
derlying mechanisms thar suggest “how culture works.” The fourth section ex-
amines the role of interpretation in cultural analysis as an effore to hink the con-
textually rich policical decails found in particular political sectings {be they small
commuDities of COUntries) to general domains of political life such as auchofity,
community, and conflict, I discuss the concepe of psychocultural intetpretations

~ and theif merhodological relevance in the comparative study of culture and pol-
itics for undestanding processes such as ethnic and national identity constuc-
“tion. I conclude that culture is too often ignoted as a domain of potitical life and
that cultural analyses can enrich the way we conceptualize areas such as policical
economy, social movements, and political institucions in @ number of useful
ways, often complementing the insights derived from interest and inscitucional

approaches.

Maylor uses the term “common reference world™ (1985:38).to refer ¢o what members of a culture

share.
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CULTURE AND CULTURAL ANALYSES OF POLITICS

. CULTURE

Cultur i | 7 in .
e, a central concepr in anthropology, has been defined in a wide variety of

;:ril)';sfthat Yarious.!y emphasize culture as social organization, core values, specific
eliefs, social action, or a way of life (Kroeber and Kiuckholm 1952). Most con-
7 :emp'orztry an.alyse.s, however, begin, as I do hete, with Geertz’s definition of cul-
e das ;n hlstf)rmally transmitted pattern of ﬁl‘e.a:iilng embadied in symbaols, a
system o lnhf'!ﬂted conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of whi’ch
men comfnumcate_, petepetuate, and develop their knowledge abour and atei
cowards life” (1973b: 89)* This vi b S lgdge abour and attitudes
fowacds e’ (19 - 8 his view emphasizes culturé as public, shared mean-
ﬁr ],3 aviors, institucions, and social structure are understood not as culture it-
:e uc as cnlturall).( constitured phenomena (Spiro 1984). Culture from this per-
ainetc}::gve (;s a wor!dew that explains why and how individuals and ngups behave
" ;:u n?;, :nd mgludes lIlaoth cognitive and affective beliefs abour social realicy
ions about when, where, and how people in one’s ¢ i
. : 'y ) ulture and those in
:f)};:r ClEIFui'-ES. ar;: hkeiiy to act in particular ways { see also Berger 1995) ? For pur
s of political analysis, I want to emphasize thac di -
shared understandings occu
t;f;::)‘;gsfi:;zplle :;{hclr als‘o havlf a common (and almost invariably named) Jigdentit;
als distincrions between the group and outsid Iure, i
signals dis etweet ers. Culture, in short
:rlll::;llcs ?dlstlnctl;& way of life” characterized in the subjective we-feelings of cul’
group members (and outsiders) and. is expressed ih { .
(customs and nituals) —both sacri P ich, T conavios
) ed and profane —which mack the daily, ye {
life cycle thythms of ies’ o . ich mark che daily, yearly, and
members and revéal how people vi '
mbers : ple view past, present, and
hﬂjatun;) evlenfs an.cl.understapd choices they face (Berger 1993). Cultur:g metaphors-
; ve ?t 1 cognitive meaning, which describes group experience, and high affec-
-1-ve s-a (;ence, which emphasizes the unique intragroup bonds ~ almost like a se-
cret ;0 ; _lrhat set one groiip’s experience apatt [rom that of others. -
- dti ;f ould .beél.m.l(;me? out that in a shared meaning and identity system the face
erent individuals and groups understand each not i
: other does not.impl
ment that widely held meanin i F emning
: k gs are necessarily acceptable to all, R i
and identicy, control over s i Heotusibpmoy
\ ) ymbols and rituals, and the ability o i i
! - s Y to impose o -
(tgzp:etz;;gi;)ralthel than another ona sicuation are frequenily bitt'er?y con‘tl:stl::d
ot . In this same vein, Laicin {(1988) ¢ ;
_ [ n, ontends that culture highligh
ﬁ(,)gm;sc olftconc(e!m.to be debarted (1988: $89) and not just areas of agreemeft ;imt-s
ulture does noc mean that people are necessarily. in agree . : ]
ai | : Y. In agreement on ific
O,H:ly,.rhat ‘.they possess 3 sn_malar understanding of how the world works specifcs

i : R ST RS
D' Andrade (1984; § i ' ‘adical shift from th :
conld bé u"hdér (i )34. 88) p(?_lnts out that _the radlcz_tl'shif_r fromm the view of culture as béhavior th
cout be i ldsm;x within a stimulus-response framéwork to culture as systems of meaaing is found i »
of fields. Far a more complete discussi o s,
er o sion of culture as meant i
cussm?s in Schweder and LeVine (1984). nasandsymbolssee the exellnt dis-
1 use worldvi i i
b g ::w o include affective elements, whereas often the concept of social schema onl
. gnitive elements. Anthony Wallace's cancept of mazeway is a parallél o worldview (]97(5;;""

B
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Placing the concept of culture at the center of analysis affects the questions
asked about political life (Brysk 1995; Merelman 1991: 45). For example, an in-
rerest in distinctive worldviews and identity jeads to questions about how differ-
ences in wotldviews might explain such phenomena as the emergence of certain
leadets and reactions to chem, the organization of political decision making, social
movement mobilization, or perception of external threats. At the same time, an in-
terest in culture and cultural difference discourages inquiry into the role of rational
self-interest in political choice making, for such questions presume that interest
maximization is more or less invariant across cultures and does oot need a theory of
cultural variacion to explain what is viewed as constant {Wildavsky 1987).

My goal is to suggest how cultural analysis enhances our understanding of
politics, not to comprehensively review the field, which defined broadly, could
include every study that includes a culturat variable in a regression equation on
the one hand to the most hermeneutically informed textual analysis on the other.
Here 1 emphasize work that gives a central role to the concept of culture as a sys-

. tem of meaning and identity, and in the next few pages 1 suggest core questions

in comparative political analysis that profit from attention to the concept of cul-
cure. Underlying my presentation is the belief that most political scientists have
not thought a great deal about culture; that many consider it an epiphenomenon
to be explained away rather than to be incorporated into theories and explana-
tions; and that maay who do invoke culture define it so thinly that they do not
develop znalyses of cultural dynamics chat are terribly insightful.6

Culture Frames the Context in Which Politics Occurs

Culture orders political priorities (Laitin 1986: 11}, meaning it defines the
symbolic and material objects people consider valuable and worth fighting over,
the contexts in which such dispures occur, the rules (both formal and informal) by
which politics takes place and who participates in it. In doing so, cutture defines
interests and how they are to be pursued. For example, anthropologist Napoleon
Chagnon (1967) invokes che culeural impottance of the value of fierceness {waiter
fence of high watfare among Yanomamo communi-
ties; political scientist Edward Banfield (1958) explains the absence of political
participation and civic society in southern Italy in terms of a cultural pattern he
calls amoral familism; and political scientists Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba
(1963) explain differences in political actitudes and patterns of participation
among the United States, Gseat Britain, Germany, Italy, and Mexico in terms of
Jifferences between participant, subject, and parochial political cultures. To un-
derstand the cultural framing of politics, considet how culture influences beliefs
about, and che organization of, community, authority, and conflict {(Ross 1988).

complex) to explain the preva

b1 aitin (1986; 1988) describes “the ewo faces of culture,” referring to culture as a system of menn-
ing on the one hand and cultute g5 a resource for instrumental action on the other. While I find the dis-
cinction useful and his analysis very consistent with my own, this twofold distinction is too brief for my

purposes here.
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F:Ej_lturz.ll understandings are at the core of the definition of political
lr‘nunmes since people in a community share, in Geertz's (1[;7313) COZ"
t;chgm?txcflmages of.the social otder,” common meanings which Taylor s:;::ta:f;
entzit;;zl.s;e c«)[mrnut:.ICy (_1985: 39). Communities are distinct, but also nested,

. ople are invariably part of more than one community and devel
Tnuitlpie ll(_)y.alrles whose intertelationship can take a variety of forms Authifriip
:;:;yj ll::; slti;:;lt crc:lr:l;nl;t;;q; fEsact:(l)tmurmalLlly 'et:onstinfzed and consists of regularizez

. nity con iti
meaning th.at they have been arrived at gy a ;;o:erd?geth:; l::isli?:lgelrufr'n i lm
though the issue may continue to be highly contested — for distributin ta‘t:'llr,'l:l—
:u;cl syn}bollc goods. _The establishment of legicimate authority is aghistogrlicai
Eﬂo;f:s ora tiom}:numty (Arendt 1958) and a psychological one for individuals,

8 people t rough_ a sense of common fate caprured in the historical ac-
counts people in a community share. The establishment and maintenance of .
litical authorit){ is often explained in cognitive and cost—benefit ter;;) 50(;
:1}:‘??\;5 of coercion bur:. also involves ritual activity, including religious actiotzx
tiv;tc (g(njr;:ects fe?illes everyday exper_ience and anxiety to those of the cnllec:
C y- man- 93. + Kertzer 1988; Shils and Young 1953; Turner 1957, 1968)
w?:;?[iztrz:;ursl;;l Vlr;‘llal:l}' T)“ communities, and all cultures have norrn’s about-

asonable to fight about and how conflicts a
shape conflict, defining what is appropriate social acti(r)i]tcl)l:; i‘;;“:ii‘;{; Culfmrlﬁs
ets should be. understood, and whar is worth fighting al:,nout (Ross 1993?3 OTEt !
at the same time, culture constitutes the social order and is a tool for domi;'l o
and .conﬂ’ct over the nature and make-up of the political communi i‘;“’“v
thority within ic are regular features of political life. e

Culture Links Individual and Collective Identities
Cuiture offers an account of political behavior that makes parcicular acti
mote ot less. likely and connects the fate of individuals and the grou T;cnons
cial connection at work is that of identification, which renders cerraing;‘ti : e
sonable and removes alternacives that on other grounds might be equali y IS .
ble. Individual and collective action, this view suggests, are mOtch:]ltEd Yiﬁ oare,
by the sense of common fate people in a culture share and involve tWO’ disfiart’
elements: the strong- reinforcement between individual and colleceive id ey
that renflers culturally sanctioned behavior rewarding and the sense 111 cout,
siders Wl”‘ treat oneself and other members of one’s group in similar w: sat e
Idelntlﬁcation dynamics involve the construction of internal Imag:s lof the
ebrétrzr::a wm;;l out of.the-:cleve_lopm-ental' and historical experiences group mem-
: re. Many objects of identification are associated with primar
tions such as sn.1ell, taste, and sound that acquire intense affective mean);nser;saci
only later acquire a cognitive component. People sharing cultural attachrﬁer?t
have common exF)eriences that facilitate the developmental task of incorpo ats
f"g g{roup identity into one’s own sense of self. Anderson (1991) wr'l:t’ : ;‘
imagined communities, which can link the person and collective ider:tftsie(s)
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The pracess of within-group identity formation overemphasizes-what it is chat
group membefs actually share. It gives greater emotional weight to the com-
mon elements, reinforcing them with an ideology of linked fate. It overvalues
the uniformity within groups, emphasizing boch affectively and. cognitively
the common elements individuals share, and exaggerating differences with
outsiders (Turner 1988). Deviations from the norm are selectively. ignored or,
negatively reinforced as incompacible wich group solidaricy and its myth of
shared historical experiences, P o e T
It should be stressed chat culture is only one basis for linking individual to
social identity. It can be a particularly powerful one, however, in situations of
threat and uncertainty because. cultural arrachments are connected to very pri-
tity. While much of our language, in.western thought
is in particular, emphasizes an inherent conflict be-
dividual, an emphasis-on identity draws attention to
f strengthening individ-

mary feelings about iden
_ generally and psychoanalys
tween the group and the in
ways in which social attachments are an integral way o

ual identity (Turner 1988).

Culture Defines Group Boundaries and Organizes Actions Within
and Between Them R . e .

As culture defines identity groups, it also specifies expectations concerning .
patterns of association within and becween groups. Consider such basic questions
as who lives with whom, who spends time rogethet, to whom one is most _a'c-:
tached emotionally, who controls scatce resources, how property is transferred be-
tween generations, and how work is organized. The world's cultures provide very
different answers to each of these questions, but most important the evidence.
shows that how any group answers any of these questions has significance for how
people act and expect others to behave {Levinson and Malone, 1981; Naroll
1970}, ~ S -

Cultural definitions of
or common interests — entail clear expectations about how people are

Ity contested (Greif 1994; Scott
defined and che rules chat reg-

age, gender,
to act, even when these definitions are continual
1985). How such social categories and groups are
ulate their behavior vary cross
relarions (here we can consider re
as age or ritual groups, or groups from different cu
Cultures differ in how and when they rescrict (and how they enforce such rex
scrictions on) relations, but few are silent on these questions. L
People don’t often think about che social origin of groups with which they
identify, for most groups are seen
in fact they are cult
to be regularly reasserted and caught to succee,
Weber, for exampie, shows how the nineceenth-century French state,
insticutionalization of a national education system, inyestment in transportarion,
and univetsal male military service, created a sense o

lations between groups in the same culture such

ding generations (Anderson 1991).
through the

social groups — whether they are defined by kinship,,_,

—culturally. Cultural norms regarding intergroup

itures) can be highly elaborate.

as natural, often biological in characrer, when
ural and political constructions whose “reasonablepess’ needs.

f national identity out of a.
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myriad i ies (1 7 .
no); ad ::Sr:gu‘itfm.l ona.ltit_as (1976)." All culeures, of course, provide specific, but
ays explicit, socialization regarding in ; cincti
plici , in~group and cut-group distincti
Cultural learning i ' N e their bebavior and
g involves messages about groups' moti i ior, and-
| ! ps' motives, their behavior, and~
how one is to act toward members of each category, " e e
Cross- izidi ] i istinict ishly variable, -and
s cu::urally, the rigidity of social distinctions is highly variable, and
LT ol I . . ) !
v nint .el per(;neablhty of boundaties means that funcrioning chtegdries ate
contexcual and changing over tim i5.1 |
! =X _ e. This.is clearly seen i ité
L concextual and ¢ : the licérarur :
situational ethnicity,” which show istincei o lepend
i _ x shows how distinctions a ]
: icity,” which shows h mong groups can depend
u n . . r . p n
lil;;a[wht other groups are in a Social environment and whac the particular po-
fiical :;ltz es;l a;:[ ina cqqﬂlct. In East Africa, for example, speakers of Kilubya
hose :neLa__nh is in western _Kf_:n_yu, gradually developed a political and SOCiai o
Naimb’f- I:[ ubya.. people through contact with othet ethnic communities’ in
D! h:., ., 'c:jm asa, Kampa]a_,‘ and other urban’ centers since 1900. Eatlier how-
L R g ;e . . ’ N
» their ldencity was peimarily as Marigoli, Busia, or Samia, more localized -

Baluhya subgroups.

Culture Provide rame rk for T4 Fe /] 'A” ns and
$ & Framewo kfa Inte ing dcss
4 rpreting t
Motives of Others - e EURR ‘e‘-- -?"m *
ctions, like w ‘o hiohlu iy: S
ireAs i as, llkf:l orcllstl are highly: ambiguous, and making sense ‘of them re
qu red cultural framework to assure { i )
. - hared _ thac the message th is sim
Har, if : . P I e i € Lhat 15 sent {5 slm- -
tha; ; not l(l.ﬂr.ltl.c_ﬂ‘.l w1th,_ that which is received. Few behaviors are so universal
e ‘hey rEquxFe _l:ln:_le or n9 mc_erpi_-etation. I'he wotk on the crOSS—culL;ural {and -
" n Lmss-:pecu_es) interpretabilicy of specificfacial ges’tlires (Ekma-n Friesen, and-
Ellsworth 1972; iv: G989 i ’
o 72, I\{I.a_ste;s and Sullivan 1989), while fascinatihg, is also testir;:ony
o how few domains of human acticn are cof i f
LLIT g re coherent outside of a shdred t
fmeniorh e - uman €« Nt e of.a shdared cultural
mework. Because most political and sociat action is ¢ P 0
: : I action is complex, a capaci d
code only facial and other i ' i ; avUtY t en-
r obvious physical gesture: 't g
: _ : s doesi't get one far i
understandmg political life. ki ovi i : , o oanf ln
e. It also provides lictle assi in ing
! _ : v assistance in placing action i
a broader context — one inc i acnw :
thac includes mortives i
, which offer an account of
one In ! ; hac
someone-.has done but, in addition, says why they acted as they did
i Mi O-IV.ES g;:c cze-ptral t0 culfural analysis because they offer 2 mechanism ro
nk individual action to a broader social serring D'Andrade and '9
k‘ divid _ serting ( ra S 9
This contrasts with Geerez' “insp A7 - e
| t 1 Geerez's focus on “inspectin its” an ki
> cont I W [ ! Ing everits” and ‘makin
o : nsp ; g sense of ac-
oe tifllemet_atl_Uf_!_S of therzn_ but h_1s rejection of the idea thac we should examine -
mental scruceures (197 3a: }.0—'12) D’A ade’ 0 . (] :n mo
' Ceur il . ndrade’s (1992) cultucal lysi
tives develops the norion of a s¢ ema (not unlike e W .
of a schema (not unlike what I calli :
t de S ¢ : arn calling worldvi
a conceptu : ; . T T LI dviews)
i ‘(l; v g‘sztrl;cgu;le whlch makes possilbile -the identification of dbjects anci
ven 799 : 2B). Schemas, he argues, are culturall quire P mo
vent - 20} g acquired and prod “
tivational strivings.” He er ize! ix . . e A
/1 nphasizes the importance of i
d ( _ ‘ } _understandmg he ¢ :
text-de as as i yretiv ol o
pendent nature of schemas as interpretive devices and the need to Spell-out i

7 . '
Ceraainly the co i i i
e :po“t'y ; mparative analysis of stare-building has long tecognized the role of el tual
1cal c "
ing PR onteol over them, as well as the role.of political leaders whao become eatiurai icons, Fl,'nlc
di " ’ . . - . :
y dispiarate groups in a single seate and in che process defining newer, broader idenc; .
y hcities.
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how they are acquired. Boch )’Andrade and Strauss argue that we need to see
culrures as “both the public actions, objects and symbols that make shared le:il‘m—
ing possible ... and the private psychological states of knowledge and fee u:lg
without which these public things are meaningless and could not be recreate
(Strauss 1992: 6).* L
In many ways motives in cultural apalysis are m.uch like interests in rationa
choice theory. In statements such as “They were motivated l:.>y fear of tl}e:r ances-
tors and so they sacrificed half of their livestock” or “The blips _had an interest in
weakening the military capability of their enemy,” both motives and interests
offer a “reasonable” account of why individuals or groups F)ehave in a certain way.
Yet there are also significant differences in the use of motives and interests as ex-
planatory mechanisms that are central to the difference between cultural and fa-
tional choice explanations. Most basically, while int‘ereSts are as§umed to be m(l;rle
or less transparent {(some would say given) and univetsal, rno;wes are k;’now:;1 '16
only through empirical analysis of particular cultural contexts.” Asa resrdt{)u;] ile
turning to interests suggests that more or less any h'l.lmE-lﬂ group wou el ave
the same way in a cectain situation, an emphasis on motives focuses on expl ami
ing variation in behavior across groups. Wi[d:.wsky (1987).argues that rationa
choice theorists make a serious error in taking interests as given. lln fafct,. he says,
an empirically based cultural analysis reveals systematic variation in 1nter§sts
res. -
acmslsnc:::uanalysis of intraculeural behavior, the differenc.e between motwe(s;
and interests is not always consequential, for in fact‘ when interests :l.rel share
they can operate like motives, offering a readily. available ;u:countl of\iu 1y peo-
ple behave as chey do. However, when we consider .Cl'OSS-C-LllC-ul'a emount_(:jrs,
the difference berween interests and motives can be more significant. (.Ions: er
the statement above that a group of people motivated by fear of Eh‘eu' ances-
tors and therefore sacrificed half their domestic animals. To pf_:ople in :fuwther
culture in which such fears are unknown, they are not plausible motives for
action, and such behavior is not comprehensible. Trym‘g to trar}sform suc}l{l- an
explanation into an interest statement (“They had an interest 1n not m; u;}g
the ancestors angry”) still begs the question of why the group understands ¢ e
world in terms of “fear of the ancestors.” Only an analysis that‘ seeks to ex;;lam
why this motive is important in one cultuse but not a'nother is ac?equate ere.
interest accounts of political action are imperialistic, QOmmatmg other ex-
planations and insisting in what is often a rautological fashion thaF whatever ac-
tion occurs can be underitotd in cerms of individual (or group) interest maxt-

®This sart of rich understanding of culture is not one that it is possible to develop cxd;;flve.ly frmr
survey data. Although such data can make 2 significant con:lril?utmn r.n what ! ha.ve m“;d Slll ]E(i:ll:‘(; cul
tural analysis, the data by themselves are insufficient for building an |nre:'rsul)ject|vc cu mm' acllcgja).m 1
PThete have been efforts to identify a fixed number of human mnuve.s Tud‘ as Murray's ( 938) 4 «
McClelland’s (1961) work on three particular motives — nchievemf:t:\r, af'ﬁhatlorll, ﬂ.l.'ltl power. [t ;:;alnm[:::
tant to recognize that it both of these cases — espec ially McCle!!and s — the relative importance of any
gle motive varied both cross-culturally and across individuals.
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mization, The power of interest explanations lies in their hypothesized connec-
tions becween thought and action; their weakness, however, is that they begin
wich actor’s action and ¢hen identify inrerests that are consistent with che pursuit
of such action. All too infrequently is there an effort made to see if actors them-
selves make the same connections. More interesting from a cultural perspective
is the almost complere absence of concern with the nature of specific interests in
interest theories,'"” To the extent that groups and individuals are seen as having
invariant interests, such as the maximization of wealth or political power, this
question is somewhat uninteresting. However, to the degree to which important
interests vary from culture to culture, the matter of whar consrirutes crucial po-
litical incerests for groups or individuals is worthy of setious empirical scudy.
Cultural explanations, as a result, do not deny the relevance of interests bur see
them as contextually defined and one motive among many. Even though it views
interests as cultural constructions rather than objectively identifiable universals,
cultural cheory can complement rational choice and other interest theories. Its
different emphasis does not necessarily lead to competing propositions that put
the two theories in conflict wich each other; rather, cultural theoty’s concern with
the construction of interests addresses an issue about which interest theories have
lietle to say.

In crogs-cultural encounters people most often make sense of other groups'
behavior, i.e., attribute motives to them, by drawing on theit own cultura}
worldview. However, it is worth pointing out that culeural worldviews provide
two contrasting strategies for encounters with outsiders. One is to apply the rules
of one’s own culture because they are, after all, what is best known {and often all
that is known), believing that outsiders will respond as insiders do. The second
is to search for different rules, assuming that outsiders share few motives with
people in one’s own culeure, hence will respond in “heathen” ways and are likely
to take advantage of any weakness shown to them - for they will not follow what
are viewed as “civilized norms.” The first strategy is thac of generalization,
whereas the second is one of differentiation.'!

Few people ever subject shared cultural frameworks to self-conscious analy-
sis, since most people deeply internalize cultural assumptions and hence rarely ar-
ticulate them consciously or view them as problemaric. Yet even in times of stress

mHnwever, see Levi (this volume) and her recognicion of eatly rational choice theory's lack of inter-
est in this question and current attention to it, including an interest in che rofe of culture as a source of
interests (e.g., Greif 1994),

Han imporeant question is the extent to which any culture characteristically exhibits generalizing
or differentiating behaviors in encounters with outsiders, at least in certain domains. Tn a eross-cultural
study of internal and external conflice and violence, T found that in some cultures che levels of internal and
external conflict arc quite similar (generalizers) while in others chey are hiphly diffetentiared. The differ-
ences hetween the two gronps of societies are quite clear: Differentiating societies are characterized by
many ties that link diverse groups in the society and that clearly mark them off from outsiders, while gen-
eralizing societies are those without strong mechanisms of internal integration. Probabily a key reason why
insiders anel ouesiders are treated somewhar the same is because whether one is an insider or outsider vis-
a-vis a group is defined contextually and not in absolute terms (Ross 1993a: Chapeer 7).
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there is a widespread (if not universal) echnocentric tendency to suggest that

“there is something wrong” with a person who fails to offer or misreads an obvi- -

ous cultuial signal and to take such’ behavior as evidence that something is

“wrong” with that person or of the inferiority of the other group. For the most

part, culturally shared worldviéws are protected, and people will go to greac
lengths to resist changes that challenge their core elements. © o

Culture Provides ,Rtes'aurces for Po_lz'_tt“c‘_d['Orgdfgizq’tian.and_' T

Mobilization

Culture offers significant resources that leaders and groups use as”jnserui-

ments of otganization and mobilization (Brysk 1995; Edelman 1964; Kertzer

1988; Laitin 1986). For:‘e_xample, Tilly has developed the concept of repertoires
of collective action refetring to “a limited set of routines that are learned, shared,

and acted out through a relatively deliberate process of choices. Repefrtaires are

fearned cultural creations” {1995: 26; ‘also see Tilly 1986; Traugotr 1995;
McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly this volume). Anthropologist Abner. Cohen (1969;

1974; 1981) spells out more generally che political uses of culture, emphasizing
the importance of culfural organizations (formal or informal groups o;g':_mized
around specific cultural practices such as a religious or age group) as a political
tool in sicuations where “normal politics” is not possibie for one reason or anioth-
er; in fact, the theory is much more widely relevant. In Cohen’s analysis of Hausa
traders in Ibadan (Nigeria) and Creoles in Freetown (Sierra Leone), the two were
small minorities, so that using electoral strategies to pursue their economic and
political goals would have likely resulted in massive defears. Inscead, the cwo
groups organized around culeural issues - a religious revival focused on che Ti-
janiyyi brotherhood in the case of the Hausa, and Freémasonry for the Creoles. In
each case these culeural responses to changing political situations provided in-
tense within-group. interaction and social exchange that prevented the loss of
control over long-distarice trade in the case of the Hausa and protected the Cre-
oles’s domination of the state’s administrative elite; . ‘ '

Frequently groups use cultural organizations (not always consciously, as

Cohen points out) to achieve goals that cannot be pugs'ued directly. Cohen
idencifies six political problems addressed by cultural ofganizations that bol-
ster group solidarity and effective mobilization (Cohen 1969: 201-10). (1)
Such organizations help define a group’s distinctiveness, meaning its mem-

bership and sphere of opetation within the context of the contemporaneous

political seccing, through myths of origin and claims to superiority; descent ..

and endogamy; moral exclusiveness; endo-culcure; spatial proximity; and ho-
mogenization (201-4), (2) Cultural organizations meet the political need for
“intense internal communications among the group’s constituent parts (203).

(3) Cultural organizations offer mechanisms for decision making involving

some formulation of general problems confronting the group and taking deci-

sions about them (206). (4) They provide auchority for implemencing deci--

sions and for speaking, where appropriate, on behalf of the group (207). (5)
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Cultural organizations can provide a political idealogy often rooted in the lan-
guage of kinship and ricual, which gives legitimacy to power and converts it
into au;ho'rity-(ZOS-lO). (6) Finally, c,ui,n__ir,al___,oqga,nj;éﬂ;if)jigﬁgig thq ,nged_jg:' '
discipline, through ceremonials and rituals that connect the ideology to cur-
rent problems of the community (2],0.—[],).lz e R
In discussing religion, the prorotypical cultural basis for i)olitical,organi'z-é_—' N

.

" tion, Cohen points out that:

Religion provides an idqa_l"bhieptiﬁt'_ﬁ'fr the developmeénc of an informal
political organization. It mobilizes iany of che mast powerful emotions
which are associated with the basic problems of human existence and gives
legitimacy and stability o political acrangements by representing these as™
parts of the system of the universe. It makes it"possible to mobilize the
power of symbols and che power inherent in the ritual relationship becween, ..
various ritual positions within che ofganization of the cule. It makes it pos- ’
sible to use the arrangements for financing and admi nistering _[;giacéé of wor-

ship and associaced places for welfare, education, and social actiyities of var-

ious sorts, to use these in developing the organization and admiinistrdtion of
political funceions. Religion also provides frequent and regular meetings in
congregations, where in the course of ritual activities, a great deal of infor-

mal inceraction takes place, information’ is comrmunicated, and general
problems are formulated and discussed. The system of myths and symbols
which religion provides is capable of being ‘continuously interpreted and
reintetpreted in order to accommadare it to changing economic, political

and other social circumstances, (210) P : ' :

Atchough Cohen'’s analysis is about t'he'éop-i_ﬁ{'g strategies of smalt cultural
minorities, it is clearly relevant to understanding how ledders of licge échnic”
groups (often, bur not always, majorities) have come to, and held odito, politi-
cal power. African politics since the 1960s provides many examples of mobi-
lization around culcural symbols and fears, and so do European 's;ei:_ti'ﬁgs such as
Nocthern Iretand, France witha strong'a_ntiimmigfant, a'nt(i.fo'rei gner party, and
Germany wich its numerous outbreaks of a:n;iforgigﬁer',vi;éle"nc_é. 1t'is, howev-
er, in Eastern Europe and che former Soviec Union where we perhaps have the”
most to learn about the political manipulation of culcural symbols and ricuals
and their sometimes disastrous consequences. Here we must ask why the ap-
peals to Serbian, Armenian, ot Hungarian iden ey are all so powerful. Howev-"
er, as Campbell (1983) has suggeseed, any such answer, that relies on mecha-
nisms . of individual benefic pnly:mﬁkcs.;sc%é if v_s'ré‘can-é.l'syo account fot the
strength. of individual actachments to groups such as ¢hose defined in cuileural
terms. '

Cohen's analysis is quite compatible with the one resource mobilization rheorises offer in their dis-
cussion of social movements, especially in cheir willingness to consider cultural as well as material re-
sources {(McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly this volume). L ) B
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CULTURAL ANALYSES OF POLITICS

Although one could make a cogent argument thae cultural analyses are among
the oldest works of political analysis, here I discuss a selected number of more re-
cent studies that illustrate key concepts and methods associated with a cultural
apptoach in comparative politics. My focus here is on approaches that give a cen-
tral role to the concept of culture, not ones in which one or two culturat variables
appear but are neither theoretically significant nor well developed. T discuss five
different (but not necessarily murually exclusive) approaches that are important
because of their widespread influence within comparative politics and/or because
of their potential to provide important insights. Under each I discuss a few im-
portant studies that illustrate the approach, without suggesting they are the only,
or best, examples of it.

Culture, Personality, and Politics

The merging of the theoretical perspectives of psychoanalysis and cultural
anthropology in the 1940s and early 1950s provided a framework linking macro-
and micro-level phenomena to explain ctoss-cuitural differences in behavior. A
popularized branch of this work, national chacacter studies, combined Ruth
Benedict’s (1934) view that cultures were highly patterned with psychoanalysis’
stress on the importance of infant and child socialization to offer profiles (some
would say caricatures) of large councries, such as Japan, Russia, and the United
States, to explain, among other things, their political institutions and political
styles (Benedict 1946; Gorer and Rickman 1946; Mead 1942). Emphasizing
(often with weak data) the link between socialization (defined in terms of a coun-
try's modal pattesns), personality {often not directly measured), and political be-
havior, these studies offered sweeping generalizations about American individu-
alism, Japanese militarism, and Russian totalitarian rule. Within a few years, a
wide range of critiques emerged emphasizing problems in these works, includ-
ing assumprions of within-country homogeneity, lack of evidence linking key el-
ements in the theory, and its inability either to account for political change or to
speak to the zigs and zags in political life in the countries under study. Clearly,
transferring culture and personality theory and methods from small-scale prein-
dustrial societies to the largest modern, industrial nations was not successful on
either theoretical or methodological grounds.”

However, two political scientists, Lucien Pye (1962) and Edward Banfield
(1958), found sufficient merit in the approach that they borrowed from it in two
widely read, influential studies, while trying to address some of the most tren-

UMuch of the critique of national chatacter research was also televant studies in small-scale soci-
eties typically studicd by anthropalogists. For example, Wallace (1970: 152-54) argued that while culrure
and personality thearies would predict that a large proportion of the people in a small society would ex-
hibir a similar personality profile, when he administered standardized tests to 4 community of Tuscarora
Tndians only 37% fit the modal pattern, Also see Inkeles and Levinson (1968) and LeVine (1973).
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chanc critiques of nacional character research. Pye, in an ambitious study of
Burma in the 1950s, sought to explain the country’s search for national identicy.
Keenly aware of the cricicism that the personalities of political elites might be
significantly different from those of the mass public and the need to study per-
sonality directly, Pye produced data on the crucial psychological variables
through in-depth psychoanalytic interviews with Burmese elites. Emphasizing
identity issues in an Eriksonian framework, Pye developed the link between che
problems of individual identity armong the elites he interviewed and Burmese na-
tion-building. Development, he concluded, was not just about economic policies
and institucion-building bur was intimately linked to the worldviews and psy-
chological capacities of a country’s elites.

Banfield developed a far less psychoanalytic framework to examine the ab-
sence of collective social or political action among peasants in a town in southern
Italy where on self-interest grounds an outsider might expect to find it. His an-
swer was that amoral familism, the rule that one can only trust and cooperate
with the members of one’s immediate family, is raught from an eacly age and sup-
ported in a variety of domains of daily life. Wider cooperation fails to gain a toe-
hold because ne one can imagine that cooperation will be reciprocated or sus-
tained. Consequently, the culture of amoral familism is a powerful configuration
{as Ruth Benedict might have nsed the term) and difficule to overcome despite
the likely benefits from doing so.

‘The Civic Culture Tradition

Without a doubt, when most political scientists think about cultural analy-
sis of politics, Almond and Verba's The Civic Caulture (1963) quickly comes to
mind. Utilizing daca collected from Jarge national samples in five countries — the
United States, Britain, Germany, Iraly, and Mexico ~ the authors sought vo ex-
plain different levels of support for, and participation in, democratic political
practices. Almond and Verba identify three distinctive polirical cultures — the
participant, subject, and parochial — which differ in the attitudes cirizens express
toward the political system, trust in political authorities, beliefs concerning the
efficacy of individual and collective political actions, and levels of political in-
volvemnent. Thus, individual subjective attitudes and behaviors are the basis for
assigning individuals to patterns, and the disttibution of a country's individuals
determines where the country is categorized in Almond and Verba's scheme, As
a resulr, Almond and Verba’s indicators of political culture cohere far more loose-
ly than the constituent parts of culture do for Benedict, Geertz, and most an-
chropologists (Merelman 1991: 52; see alse Almond 1980).m

Although the civic culture data are more or less consistent with the authors’
theory, there are large questions that remain from a study using individual level

"An addicional criticism of the civic culture tradition is the impoverished, generally implicit, uni-
lineal view of the world’s political cultures on a single contimaum with the United Seates at the high end,
rather than a multidimensional, more complex image of cultural difference,
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survey data to discuss national political patterns, such as how to explain the some-
times large numbers of people who do not fir a country’s dominant pattern, the role
of political ipstitutions, the weak conception of culture thac emerges from their in-
dividualistic approach, and che relationiship between political and other domains of
culture (Verba 1980). The relatively low correlations among actitudes, the very

small nurnber of respondents who fit ideal-typical patrerns, and the subjective, but .

not intersubjective pature of suivey data mean that survey evidence alone is insuf-
ficient to describe the existence and significance of cultural meaning systems. In

" contrast, Merelmans (1991) comparauve study of political culture in che United -

States, Caniada, and Britain is based on a richer view of culture as a system of mean-

ing and includes intersubjective cultural data derived from television programs,

corporate publications, textbooks, and magazine ads along with survey data. "’
Nonetheless, survey research in licerally dozens of countries has procluced

hundreds of studies in the civic culture tradition, including another large-scale

scudy in which Verba and his colleagues examined political participation in seven

countries (Verba, Nie, and Kim 1978). Perhaps, however, Inglehart (1977, 1988)

is the political scientist who has most faithfully cacried out work in the civic cul-
ture cradition, emphasizing culture in interpreting cross-national survey data

using the yearly Euro-Barometer surveys. For example; he has explained in'cul

tural terms the strong political and life-scyle differences between individuals who
emphasize what he calls materialist and posematerialist values, i.e., emphasis on.
order and the economy versus pasticipation and free speech. Arguing that politi-

cal scientists often develop explanations that give short shrift to cultural factors, -

Inglebart links the serength of a syndrome of attitudes he calls civic culcure - per-
sonal life sacisfaction, political satisfaction, interpersonal trus, and. support for the
existing social order — to democraric stabilicy and economic development (1988).

Finally, although it does not rely on survey data as exclusively as Almond

and Verba or Inglehart, Putnam’s work on the political differences in the civic

cultures in northern and southern Italy-is also squarely in this cradition (1993)
To the survey evidence he presents, Putnam also adds data on governmental per-
formance, aggregate economic and political participation data, and interviews

with policical elites. Using. chese different daca, Putnam argues that democracy -

and democratic innovations are most effective where there is a strong cradicion of
-civic participation. When he examines alternartive explanations for the relative
success of Italian regionalization in 1976, he argues that chose regions in which
civic participation has flourished for perhaps the past 800 years are most likely
to bé those in which effective regional governments developed; whereas in re-

gions without such cultural traditions (such as the one Banﬁeld studled) the .

1
governments are less effective. 6

13111 another interesting example using a cultural indicacor of collective political o_ricngag_io:ns,_ Regan
(1994) telates sales of war toys and populasity of war movies to U. S. miliarization.

i6:9 ore has been extensive discussion of Pucnam’s (1993) work and its relevance beyond Ttaly, whu:h '

is not my focus here, For ewo critical views of his theory pertinent to my discussion of culture, see Laitin
(1993b) and Tarrow (1996).
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Culture and Political Process: The Extended Case .

Alchough pelitical anchropology has existed as a field for decades, only a few
political scientists have found its theoretical insights or methods of great inter-
est (Barkun 1968; -Bates 1983; Easton 1959; Friedrich with Horwirz 1968;
Laitin 1986; Masters 1964). Much of this is probably due to the field’s emphasis
on dOCumentmg variations in political strucrure.in human communicies. Among
these works one finds Fortes and Evans-Putchard {1940), who provide detailed .
descriptions of eight African states and stateless societies in which kinship forms |
the basis of political organization and ‘who argue strongly that politics-does noc
require a state wich & monopoly over the means of legitimate fo_rce, as cherlang .
have argued. Ochers illusirate the complex ways in which different sociecies deal
with leadership succession, political decision making, and conflict management
(Goudy 1966; Kuper and Richards 1971; Pospisil 1971). Cross-cultural studies

- in-rthis tradition examine partern among political yariables and relations be- .

tween them and social, economic, and ecological factors Murdock 1949; Ross

1986, 1988). From the point of view of cultural approaches to comparative pol-
itics, most structural studies in political anthropology, while documenting dif-
ferences among societies, do not pay much explicit actention to culture per se,

in contrase co structural studies, works that put political process at their core

have greater theoretical and methodological relevance. for coﬁlpaféti\}e politics.
Initially -developed by Max Gluckman and his followers in field research in
southern Africa (and later known as the Manchester School), these studies focused
on explaining how and why particular political outcomes occur, providing rich
details about political conflict in which culeure’s role is at center stage (Gluck- -
man 1942; Mirchell 1956; Epstem 1958; Turner -1957; 1968;. Cohen - 1969;
1974). These studies, which particulacly influenced Africanists, offered a deeply -
contextualized accounc of particular events or problems to develop broad mlddle—
ranige theory thac is especially useful in comparative politigal analysns For ex-
ample, in one scudy, Victor Turner (1957) analyzed how the Ndembu of Zambia
cope with che scrong conflicting structural demands between their norms of po-
litical succession and postmarital residence. He argued chat strong cross-cutting
ties in their society provide the basis for the extensive use of rityal, which em-.
phasizes. what members share and integrates a group that_ coften finds itself bit-
terly divided on ocher grounds. Abner Cohen, whose work was dxscussed in de-
tail above, argues that culture provides a strategic, although. not necessarily .
consciouis, basis for political mobilization of groups whose positions cangor be
defended through more conventional pelitical means. An examination of ethnic
mobilization in the last 'decade in Eastem Europe {and. els'ewhere) shows the -
theorr:ucal context f(_)r explammg tht_?, _-be_h,awgr_pf ,poi_u.jlg:al lea_det_s .w_hose ability.
to survive in multicultural contexts is uncertain.

Gluckenan, for example, wrote about rhe importance of scudying what he called “trouble cases” in his
w:?rk on African law, but it is cleat that he saw this as a much more general methodological strategy as well.
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The extended cases of interest here are those that use culture to explain why
and how a political conflict takes the course it does. For example, Scott (1983)
analyzes the fesponses to irrigation and che insticutionalizacion of double crop-
ping in Sedaka, a village in Malaysia, in tetms of how the richer and poorer rice
farmers understand the demands of traditional norms and obligations in light of
new opportunities and challenges. His study includes several detailed cases, one

concetning the village gate and another involving a politically motivated village '

improvement scheme, that are especially effective at showing how the competing
interests are manifest within a culturally homogeneous village. Scott demon-
strates that it is only because the villagers’ shared understandings are so great
that small actions that an outsider might easily miss can contribute to the con-
tinuing battle over access to resources.

Political Ritual and Identity
Before Murray Edelman published The Symbolic Uses of Palitics (1964), few
' political scientists gave much serious thought to issues of political symbolism
and ritual. Since then, comparativists ignore it at theit peril. Edelman's core at-
gument was simple but important. Politics, he said, is a passing parade of sym-
bals to which we react on two levels: the cognitive, which involves the informa-
tion any symbol communicates; and the affective, which consists of powerful
feelings political symbols can invoke. The ability of leaders to provide symbolic
reassurance to the masses allows organized groups to take the lion's share of ma-
rerial benefits for themselves. Edelman and the many people he influenced more
indirectly have made the study of political symbolism and ritual central to analy-
ses of political institutions and dynamics. For our point of view here, this work
is crucial because it shows how culeural frameworks render political symbols and
rituals significant in a wide range of settings and to a wide number of political
dynamics (Brysk 1993).

Whereas earlier analyses, for example, emphasized elections as citizen
choice making, a more cultural analysis would also pay attention to how polit-
ical parties and candidates, in their quest for power, use culturally shared
metaphors and culturally rooted fears in their appeals to citizens. Policy posi-
tions or candidate choices, we now understand, are not just about the issue
preferences of individuals; we also must ask how such orientations are or are not
consonant with shared cultural understandings and identities. The invocation
of symbols and use of tifyals do not just indicate points of consensus; they are
also efforts to overcome contradictions in situations of disjunction (Kurtz
1991: 149).

This richer understanding of politics’ cuitural roots has produced an in-
terest in how political rituals create (cather than just reflect) meanings and
shape actions (Gusfield 19606). There is attention to high-visibility political
ricaals such as the torchlight marches in East Germany in the waning days of
the old regime in 1989, and how participation in these events provided the
coutage for citizen participation under a regime that earlier made such action
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unthinkable. More generally, political transitions, such as the changes in East-
ern Europe or in South Africa between 1990 and 1994, can only be explained
effectively when we make sense of the interaction between substantive change
and ritual action.

An even stronger position is that political rituals are particularly ctitical o
constructing political reality for most people (Edelman 1988; Kertzer 1988: 77-
101) and that che power to control ritual is important.

Indeed, ritual js an important means of influencing people’s ideas about po-
litical events, political policies, political systems, and political leaders.
Through ritual, people develop their ideas about what are appropriate po-
litical inscitutions, what are appropriate qualities in political leaders, and
how well the world around them measures up against these standards.
{Kertzer 1988: 79)

In shott, rituals are imporrant inscruments of control and from a Gramscian
point of view are central mechanisms for obtaining and maintaining power. De-
tailed analyses of meaning-construction tituals would examine social movements
as well as the mass media, which increasingly for citizens of mass democracies
provide not only access to core knowledge but also the framework for making
sense of it (Dayan and Katz 1992},

Political rituals offer meaning in ambiguous, uncertain situations and are
crucial to the dynamics of identity construction and maintenance, particularly in
periods of change. In bringing certain people together, culturally rooted ricuals
simultaneously exclude others. Powerful political rituals are those that utilize
culturally rooted metaphors and meanings to offer a vision of reality; often this
involves pitting one group against another by raising fears and threats to the
point that people are all too ready to undertake strong action in the name of the
group.

Culture and Political Conflict

In many analyses culture plays a central role in explaining the level and form
of political conflict and violence. Culcure in these analyses provides a system of
meaning to make sense of the actions and motives of opponents and a mechanism
for building and maintaining identity. Within-group worldviews are reinforced
as groups increase in-group solidarity and out-group hostility increases. Not all
culeural mobilization in conflict situations leads to violence, however, and one
important comparative question concerns when this turn o violence occurs and
when it does not.

For example, Laitin (1995a) offers a controlled comparison emphasizing cul-
turally constituted differences in social organization to explain the high use of
political violence in the Basque protest in Spain and its relative absence in near-
by Catalonia. He identifies as a significane difference between these subculrures
the relative importance of autonomous male groups with strong norms of honor
in the small towns in the Basque region and their relative absence in Catalonia.
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When these small, local male groups engage in protest that produces some lim-
. : . . T
ited and mainly symbolic successes, violence becomes self-sustaining. . -As a re-

“sult, the differences in the use of violence between the regions are not a funcrion

of objective differences or relative deprivation within chem but of che cultural or-
ganization of each community, which affects the likelihood that the echaic re-

‘vivals in each communiey will curn’ to violence. ¢

Ross (1993a) provides a more general cross-cultural analysis to explain dif-
ferences in levels and targets of conflice and violence. He finds that psychocul-
tural variables — low warmth and affection in child rearing, barsh socialization,
and male gender identity conflict — were excellent predictors of a society’s over-
all level of violence, while social structural factors, such as the strength of cross-
cutting ties or the presence of exclusive male groups, determined whether targets
were within the same society, in anather society, of boch. He goes on to argue that
cultural worldviews determine how groups see outsiders and the motives acerib-
uted to them. In addicion, the culture of conflict is a crucial determinant not just
of a group’s level of conflict but also of how conflict is managed when it occurs
(Ross 1993b). : ' I : .

Raymond Cohen (1990; 1991) demonstraces how culture provides a
framework through which political leaders understand the actions and words

of others in his examination of how cultural assumptions complicate the task

of diplomatic negotiations. First through an analysis of Egyptian—Israeli ne-

. go‘tiations'over time (1990}, and then through an examination of how cultural
miscommunication has affected U.S. negotiations with Mexico, Egypt, China,
India, and Japan, Cohen (1991) siggests chat differences in time frames and
in the importance of context, language, and individualistic versus collectivist
erhos all are important in either inhibiting or facilitaring negotiated efforcs to
deal with intérndtianal issues. Focusing only on “substance,” he contends,
leads to serious missed opportunities and failures where successes might have
emerged.

Finally, culture is central in the ethnic and idenrity disputes that have
seemingly proliferated in recent years. In incransigent conflicts berween
groups with very different systems of meaning and distince identities, cultural
factors easily became the focal point of many .conflicts when they are central
to the parties’ definition of the dispute (Ross 1997). In such sicuations, each
group readily sees itself as a chreatened minority. whose very existence is pre-
carious (Horowitz 1985). Frequently, in conflices such as the one in Northern
Ireland, differences are framed so that central elements.of one culture are seen
as powerful threats to the other; in these cases one can only imagine a resolu-
tion that addresses these culturally rooted fears head-on (Mulvihill, Ross, and
Schermer 1995). o S ey s L

"®In many ways his argument is similar to fraternal interest group theoty in aachropology, which
_éays chat in the absence of centralized suchori ty, coresident related males are likely o defend what they see
" as their core interests through organized violence (Paige and Paige 1981; Ross 1993a). - -
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CRITIQUE OF CULTURAL ANALYSES OF POLITICS

Cultural studies of politics have been subject to a number of important criticisms
aboue which proponerits cannot remain silenc. Perhaps the miost significant prob-
lems arise over mechodological issues such as the vagueness of cultire as a.unit
of analysis or the i_s,sqe of within- versus bét'w&éh-cultﬁ'rizil_ variation, Others are
cloncef'ned with the vagueness of the concepe of culture dnd the difficuley in dis-
tinguishing culture from related concepts such as social organizacion, political
behavior, and values. Some are worried thac, since culture suggests ,'réiatively
fixed, unchanging pacterns of behavior, it is ot terribly useful in accounting fos
changes in behavior and beliefs, a key Featiife of most contemporary political sys-
tems. Fi.nal_ly, there is concern thac caltural analyses are not sufﬂcieﬁti.y explicic
concerning the mechanisms linking culture and ﬁdlitical:ﬂ'ctidn.. Each of these
criticisms is worth some brief comments. However, it should be clear that my
view is chat none of these problems is facal and that in the cglturhijgpproach o
compartative politics, like those rooted in interests or insticutions, the besc way

~ to address the conceptual and methddological problems is through a multi-

method search for convergence rather than abandonment of the theory.

Unit of Analysis Issues

. Defining the unit of analysis precisely = be it votefs, states, wars, or inter-
r_muo‘nal organizations — is one of the first lessons of most methods seminars in
political science. “What is a culture?” some political scientists ask, ‘meaning
“.}{[p_wl do I know one Whﬁ_n I s'eepn'e?" since culture is not i tnit of suLial or poé»,
lmcz.tl‘organization with readily i_déhti"ﬁaﬁle-boundaries. Furthérmore, the im-
precision of common language use makes ic very uncléar what are a culture’s key
properties. As a result we hear 'rgferencé{s- to western culcure, French culture, Bre-

ton cultur 1 B - W hiere does the parsing stop? <
_ ¢, rural Breton culture, etc. Where does the parsing stop? Conceptually

the best answer is that the appropriate level of analysis depenids.on what one
wants to explain. However, this is not always an easy-to-use methodological
guide in empirical research. N i o o
_ Hunt_ington offers a simnilar answer when he describes a'rangc' of what he
calls culcural entities starting with villages and ‘moving to fegions " ethnic
groups, nationalities, religious groups, ‘and civilizations. Bach has disti,ncf cul-
tural features that distiniguish it from similae units in other cultural encities. The
key for him is that the civilization i “thé highest¢ giouping of people and the
broadest level of cultural identity people have shore of that which distinguishes
humans from other species” (1993: 24), Following Horowitz (1985), he says that
the level of cultural idencity that is the mosc salienc at any moment d’epends upan
where someone is and what they are doing wicth whom, B ¥
The unit of analysis problem is abouc what constitutes the coreof a culture
and also how to idem;ify iﬁs edges (Barth 1969). ’Whei‘é"aoés oné cultute sco and
anocher begin? Since cultures, unlike states or political parties, are not ﬂg’rmal
units of organization, ereating them as independent units of political analysis can
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be troubling indeed. While this may seem like a devastating critique to some, it
is just as true that neither states nor voters are as independent as our political and

" methodological theories lead us to believe, For purposes of most analyses we em-
phasize the independence of all these units. What is probably more useful is to
be more sophisticated about interaction effects and the influence of one unit upon
another." :

Probably the best answer to these methodological problems is to begin with
the recognition that cultural identity is layered and situationally defined.”® Peo-
ple hold multiple identicies, some identities partially overlap, and the group
boundaries can shift across issues. Despite the methodological problems this can
present, we cannot ignore culture if we think it is important, and we should
make decisions about units of analysis based on what we are trying to explain
rather than on abstract criteria intended to identify a set of cultural units akin to
a list of all UN member states.?' In addition, there are a number of other proce-
dures we can use to define cultural units in particular pieces of research. For ex-
ample, we can use operational criteria such as asking people how they identify
themselves and others and use social consensus about particular culrural groups
and their boundaries. The point is that the task for research is to identify rele-
vant groupings in whatever situation is under study. The fact that people can
have multiple identities or that identities can change over time does not invali-
date such analysis, it just makes the research more complicated. Good longitudi-
nat data on socially defined cultural identities might be of real importance, for
example, in understanding the breakdown of Yugoslavia and its recent civil war,

Political culture research in the Almond and Verba tradition ought to solve
the problem by defining culture as the aggregare of individual orientations. Al-
mond and Powell, for example, define political culture as “the pattern of indi-
vidual attitudes and otientations towards politics among members of a political
system” (1966: 23). Reducing culture to the sum of individual attitudes is hardly

19Galton’s Problent refers to the fact that in cross-cultural (and cross-national) samples, assumptions
about the independence of units are often inappropriate and that substantive correlations among rultuce
traits can reflece diffusion and borrowing rather than functional association, The most useful response is
not to ignote this peoblem but to buitd diffusion hypotheses into models to test the relative power of each
pattern (Ross and Homer 1976).
_ 04 nother answer comes from Thompson, Ellis, and Wildavsky (1990}, who argue that culture is
seen in distinct ways of life, which they define in terms of Mary Douglas’s grid-group analysis. Group
refers ta the extefit to which an_jndividual is incorparated into bounded units, whereas grid refers to the
degree to which a person’s behaviots are circiimsetibed by externally imposed restrictions. Different indi-
viduals o staces can, in their view, exhibit different degrees of each of che five combinations they identi-
fy over time. However, viable soctal units, they argue, are not characterized by the presence of only one
culwurally defined way of life. While I find much of their analysis of the interaction between values and
social structure quite usefur, it is less evident ro me that making the way of life the unit of analysis pro-
vides a guideline easy for researchers to use, since they say multiple oriencations can exist in the same cul-
tute or subcultute and rhat individuals may have different orientations actoss time and sitvarions.
Zlphis does not mean that such a list of societies that represent the wotld’s cultures, such as one of
the samples developed in cross-cultural research, is nat useful in many research situations.
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adequate, however, ignoring both the context in which partticular actitudes a

held .:md the shared understandings that organize clusters of intersubjective .
entations _(Merelrnan 1991), Culeure, as a result, is no longer a systen,n of me(;rh
ings and -Lclentity; rather, it is simply a frequency distribution on a set of sin lll—
atntu.cle items — a kind of machine with ctotally interchangeable parts Wlﬁ!e
studying individuals is one way that we can understand culture, as botl’; Ta loi
( 1‘985: 37) aod Geertz (1973a) argue, culture is not the property of single ir{di—
viduals, for it is rooted in social practice and shared undesstandings, and surve

data alone cannot build a rich understanding of political culture, T,his x| Iainz
why survey data alone are inherently limited as a tool for studying pbliticsﬁ cul-
ture; they must be used in conjunction with other data to provide a coherent por

trait of any single culture or comparisons between cultures, P

Within-Culture Variation Can Be Substantial

It often seems easy to say what members of formal groups have in common
Fﬁut what exactly do people of a given culture share? My answer is shared mean-
ings and a common {dentity. Operationally, this can be ambiguous, however, for
we know that people who themselves identify with a culeure (or ;ny or, an}zed
gm‘up) may also differ in terms of values, lifestyles, political dispositions rfli ious
b.ellef and pracice, and ideas about common interests. In addition Su"aussgc-l -
tions that while there may be some variation in schemas (what I hav; been ca![i‘f:l
wortldviews) across individuals in the same culture, even those with very similaff'
schemas may not internalize exactly che same things, and tl;at the ambiguity of
metaphor produces variation in responses (Strauss 1992: 10-11). Howevef thl?’s is
not neces_sarily any more a problem in dealing with culture than with oth::r units
{or even jntra-individual variation in behavior or attitudes over time). LeVine ar-
gues tha_c emphasizing culeuce as common understandings of the symbols and rep-
resentations they communicate dues not mean there is necessarily a problem wifh
within-culcural variation in thoughe, feeling, and behavior (1984: 68).

A second answer is that often what is more crucial policically than agreement
on content is that people share a common identity, although this still leaves open
the question of different degrees of identification and differences in the actions
people are willing to undertake in the name of chat identity. Shared identities
mean that people see themselves as similar to some people and different from
others and are open to potential mobilization on the basis of these differences
What an emphasis on identity stresses, once again, is chat the relevant critical as-
pects of culeural similarity and difference are defined in specific political con-
texes. It is also the case that often what people belicve they share may be at odds
with reality because perceptions of cultural homogeneity overemphasize whar is
actually shared, minimizing within-group while stressing between-group differ-
ences. In this dynamic, in-group conformity pressures will lead people both to
selectively perceive greater within-group homogeneity on critical characreristics
than Iacn.Jally exists and to generate greater actual homogeneity and group con-
formicy in situations where perceived chreats to the culture age great.
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'Distinguishing Culture from Other Concepis
Some uses of the concept of culture, such as much of the eatly work on natjonal
character, defined culture so broadly as ta mt_lude society, personality, values, and in-
_stltuttons. In fact, nothing was excluded 2 The very broad use of the concept of cuk-
" ture is also seen among socml scientists emphas:zmg culture as a source of the social
. integration of a society. ‘This perspectwe, probably clearest in futictional theory in
British social anchropology, would use culture to refer both to discinct elernents of
_social orgammtnon and to the “fit” becween dlffetent parts of a cultural system and -
the integration of the whole. The problem | hete is not the concept ¢ of culture but the
way it 1§ used. As noted above, the cucrent anthropologncal focus is on culture as
meaning systems distinct from social structure and behavior, D’ Andrade makes this
particularly clear in his description of culture “as consxstmg of learned systems of
meaning, communicated by means of natural language and other symbol systems,
- having representational, directive, and affective function, and ¢apable of creating
cultural entities and particular senses of realicy. Through these systems of rneanmg,
groups of people adape to their environment and structure mterpersonal activities”
' ‘(1984 116). 1 find Spiro’s (1984) clear distinction between culture as a system of
" meaning; and what he calls * “‘culturally constltuted elements, tefemng to social
structure, behaviors, beliefs, rituals, etc., pattlculatly helpful here.
- Spiro’s (1984) distinction berween culture and culturally constituted cle-
_ " ments allows us to distinguish between cultural meanings and identity on the
one hand and structure, behaviors, and mdmdual bellefs on the othet. Struttute
from this perspective, is reflective of {and to some extent derived from). culture,
but i¢ is independently measurable, and an important empmcal ‘question con-
cerns the conditions under which the cortespondence between culture and vari-
ous culturally constituted elements is high and when it is not. We also can ex-
amine hypotheses about change and examine how culture, scructure, and other
phenomena do and do not shift in patterned ways. Last, the distingeion makes it
feasible to compare societies in which the correspondence between culture and
socia! struccure are high and those in which they are low fo test hypotheses about
the impact of consistency on such things as cigizen sat:sfactmn with government,

political involvement, and political stabilicy,

Culture and Change

Cultures are commonly viewed as slow- changmg enttt:es How, then, can
the concept of culture help comparativists deal with issues of politica change, es-
pecially relatively rapid developments such as the end of military rule in many
Latin American states during the 1980s or the breakup of the Soviet empnre?

2pye says that nanonal character analyses tended o tieat “personality and culture o5 opposite sides
of the same coin. Culrure for chem was che generalized petsonalicy of 2 people, in the sense thac the modal
personality of a people was their culture, and thus culture and personalicy. were essencially identical fac-
tors shaping behavior” (1991: 494),
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. :’t};lt:: pomti are worth making. First, cultural anaiyses are fio berter than
y partial theories, such as interest or institutional ones available in
comparative politics. There are some phenomena for which each ls, most pew
ful, and some aspects of change are ot best explained in cultural terms, Sio e;-
and mtelestmgly, while it is not clear thar culeural cheories would h .
plained the fall of the Soviet empire very well (many ochier comparanveavelex‘
cal theories share chis feacure), a political culéural analysis is probably aP”;Z;
deal betrer at accounting for the ebb and flow of. politics in the regl}on sgmce
1989 than many of jts rivals (Fleron 1996) Partlcularly in unstmctuted chang-
ing setcings, culcural interprecations and assumptlons about the motlvatlon gf
others can be espec:ally important in accountmg for polmcal proces,ses in whu?h
there are few or no institutionalized procedures.to gunde action. Third, few con-
temporary views see culture as a static, unchanging ‘phenomenon marked b
fixed beliefs and unalcerable practices (Eckscein 1988), Rather emphasis on ch
interactive, constructed nature of culture suggests a’ capacity 'to modify beliefs
and behavtors and for i smpottant shifes i ¢he salieace of particutar’ cultiral .
derstandings and theéir connecnons to other cultural e[ements (G d nd
‘Schneider 1994; Merelman 1991). ' o and
thatf:ll:ure canlfpjay a significant role in polltlcal change desplte the fact
ure itself does not change rapidly, if, and when political demands are
artxciulated through culturally meaningful accounts, which sharpen goal ac-
;lli:,_.:tmn an;)i rtr:obnllze supporters. Defining culturally legttlmate possible
atives both builds support ‘and can challenge a regime. Brysk argues
that this is particularly powerful when it involves reframmg elernenfs of
identity in a way that mobilizes supporters, produces agenda change, and

challenges the legit
(1995: 580- » gitimacy and auchority of exlstmg pohc1es and lﬂStltutlons

The Mechanisms Underlymg Cultuml Explanar:am

Asking "how culture works” raises cwo different quéstions: (1) .How does th
organization of any particulat culture produce the specific effects ateributed t g
and (2) why are appeals to cultural identity so powerful thac people are Wlf(l) .
to take high risks in their name? The first is about the otgamzauo f | e
and the second about its mobilizing power. - S
] Theories that give culture a central explanatocy role musc spectfy how thé ef-
ects ateributed to culrure come about. It is not good enough to simply say, “Th
did it because they're. Getmané While this statement implies. th:t n!::’n GEY
mans (such as the Japanese or French) would have behaved dnfferently, addmge:

‘clause to this effecc doesn't ‘really enhance the explanation a great deal. Only

when
s onefstarti to s?\y why Germans aré likely to behave in a cerrain way that is
ifferent from how Americans beh.w
¢ (in what is presured to be ¢
an equivalent
sicua o
sious :::n)fdolwe begin to have an adequate explanatton that pays attention to the
t of culture and also says something about how it is learned and reinforced
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(Andrade, 1992; Strauss, 1992D).% Indeed this was a central concern of early po-
litical culture research, although few were very impressed with the adequacy of
explanations it provided. Learning and reinforcement involve institutional con-
texts in which a person (child or adule) practices, and then masters, key behav-
iors, infusing them with emotional significance.

Social experiences within institutions such as schools, religious organiza-
tions, kin groups, and later in wotk and leisure settings all provide cultural mes-
sages about values and expectations that are selectively reinforced, Tt certainly is
the case that the messages from different domains are not always fully consistent.
Sometimes thete is & difference in emphasis; at other times there is an outright
coneradiction, e.g., peer groups and families don’t necessarily give adolescents the
same messages. However, what are most important from a culeural perspective
are the beliefs, customs, rituals, behaviots, expectations, and motives that are in-
ternalized by individuals and widely shared among people in a culture even
though they may also, at the same time, be highly contested. For example, Scott’s
(1985) study of a small rice-growing village in Malaysia shows how people can
share meanings while at the same time compete over how specific elements are
to be weighted and in what situations specific cultural elements are most tele-
vant. Culture is about what is held in common and regularly reinforced; there is
a reward for “getting it right” and a cost'~ which most people are willing to pay
at times — for not doing so. Finally, ic should be noted that cultural learning is
not necessarily very conscious, occufring when individuals in institutional roles
pass on cultusally sanctioned beliefs and behaviors to others. Through these ex-
periences culture prepares people to make sense of — o interpret—the world and
act “effectively” in it. ‘

The power of cuiture — the ability to mobilize action in its name — requires
explanation, for it is not always the case that people can or will exhibit soli-
darity around cultural identity just because a leadet (or anyone else) asserts that
there is an external threat. Cultural mobilization builds on fears and perceived
threats that are consistent with internalized worldviews and regularly rein-
forced through high in-group interaction and emotional solidarity. Such world-
views are expressed in daily experiences as well as significant ceremonial and
ritual events that effectively restate and renew support for a group’s core values
and the need for solidarity in the face of external foes (Kertzer 1988). In po-
tentially threatening situations, the zbility of 2 group to organize collective ac-

. .

BThe point here is similar-;to. Preeworski and Teune's (1970), chac comparative political analyses
should strive to replace proper names with variable names. While some incerprerivists only want to con-
sider the uniqueness of each culture and context, others are comfortable making comparisons while ree-
ognizing the potential problems inherent int any comparison and the generalizations dertved from it

MpBeatrice Whiting (1980) discusses the impertance cross-cubrurally of the placement of individvals
in particular contexts, e.g., girls take care of younger siblings mere than boys and boys are more likely
take care of animals in all the cultures for which <he has data. Her data also show chat cultures vacy in the
setrings they “make available” to individuals, and she distinguishes berween hehaviots seen a5 “mundane”
and those domains that are “projective” and infused with great emotional significance.
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tion, which can range from unified voting to political demonstrations and vi-
olent action, is tied ro the plausibility of a specific wotldview — although the
view itself does not produce direct effects. Rather, these must be mediated
thruugh institutions (Laitin 1986; 1995a). The resonance berween the defini-
tion of a situation and group-based action is often not explicit, as Abner
Cohen’s (1969) analysis points out. Nonetheless it is effective when group
members act in unified ways in the face of perceived threats. Closer examina-
tion of the dynamics of psychocultural interpretation in the next section sug-
gests additional specific mechanisms at work.

THE CENTRALITY OF INTERPRETATION IN
CULTURAIL ANALYSES OF POLITICS

At the core of contemporary intersubjective approaches to culture and politics is
the concept of interpretation. Culture in the Geertzian, postmodern view is a sys-
tem of meaning and identity that accounts for why and how people in any par-
ticular setring act as they do, in contrast to the idea of culture as a sex of norms
or behaviors that directly shape action. This culture-as-meaning-and-identity
pers;_;ective gives a central role to interpretation, the making of meaning from the
ambiguous and fragmented elements of daily life (Darnton 1985; Taylor 1985).
While there is widespread agreement that a subjective, meaning-centered con-
ception of culture is richer than more mechanistic or material views, there is also
fundamental disagreement concerning the goals of cultural explanations of poli-
tics. More humanistically otiented political (and other social} scientists empha-
size the role of particular concextual and historical forces that shape meaning for
actors. Their concern is with the uniqueness of each context as actors understand
it, and they have little interest in accounting for patterns of similarity and dif-
ference across sectings. This emphasis on the uniqueness of each cultural context
and its particular meaning for actors readily leads to the conclusion that any
search for generalization is pointless, for the only generalizations that might be
offered are uninteresting. Ar the same time, this radical interpretivist view de-
nies the value of any comparison ac ali and is not the one I develop here (Edger-
ton 1992: 23-45).” '

[ anthropology where this debate has been parriculatly heated, two issues — evaluation of differ-
ent cultures {cultural relativism) and compartison of cultures — are often fused. The relativism ckebare con-
cerns the appropriateness of evaluating cultures acher than one’s own, while the comparison question turns
on the issue of whether it is pessible to compare cultures and develop meaningful generalizations. Bdger-
ton describes the anti-compatison position as “asserting far more than the self-evident point that people
in different societies live in somewhat different worlds of meaning. They ate claiming that each of these
worlds is cruly unique ~ incommensurable and largely incomprehensible — and that the pesple who in-
habit them have diffetent cognitive abilities ... [and] varions postmodem relativises and interpretivists
postulate fundzmental differences from ane culture to the mext in cognitive processes involving logic .
causal inferences, and information processing” (Edgerton 1992:28). '
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In contrast, more social scientifically oriented investigators, while accepting
the intersubjective and subjective character of culture, seek to identify the mech-
anisms that link culture and action, and to identify regulaiities in cultural be-
havior across settings. One approach found in psychological anthropology draws
on both psychoanalytic and cognitive theories to explain how cultute affects be-
havior (e.g., D’Andrade 1992; Spiro 1987). It emphasizes,-fqr.examp!e, how in-
dividuals absorb, process, and modify culcural knowledge (information, affect,
images) to develop images-of the world, and how these images affect collective
and individual action. C e : . .

Here I discuss the conceptual and methodological importance of inter-
pretations, arguing chat they are key tools for understanding culture and pol-
itics. The rich accounts found in the images of the world's people point to key
concerns, assumptions about how social and political relations are organized,
and views ahout the possibilities for political action. These images of the

world are obtainable, in part, through public and privace accounts. However, .

simply presenting the- transcripts of individuals’ stories is insufficient for a
aumber of reasons, including the important one that texts do not speak for
themselves and without an intermediary they often make no sense to an out-
sider (Scott 1985: 138-41). Rather, the comparativist needs to frame accounts
in both a culfural and comparative conrext and highlight the crucial elements

* {Kohli et al. 1995: 44-5).%° Laitin (1988) says that connecting culrure and ac-
tion requires detailed local, ethnographic knowledge and experience. Without
a tich contekrual understanding, it is too difficult to derive much significance
from the detailed, highly contextualized interprecations of the world that
hardly ever speak for chemselves. ‘ : _

The interpretations of interest here are accounts of the world chat people
within a culture widely share (or at least easily under.-;tand).28 Elsewhere I use the
term psychocultural interpretations to describe how shared interpretations are ac-
quired through individual-level psychological (and social-psychological) mecha-
nisms that are widespread in a culture (Ross 1993a; 1995).29 Psy_cho_culturai in-

terprecations are the basis on which people in a culture understand the world and

tink specific worldviews to policical action, offering rich data for comparative po-
fitical analyses. — _

.

6 are the subjectivity of different social scientists and varying theorecical interests will certainly’

produce variation in the accouncs that are cendered. Often this will refleet differences in emphasis. This is
not necessarily a sign of the method's failute bus of its complexity; as with ather methods, efforts to ob-
tain inter-subjective reliabiliry among observers are important. o o

This is the same claim that many students of the U. 3. Congress have made over the years.

P Taylor proposes an interesting eest of the urility of an in:eiptetatinrg ‘when he writes, “We miake
<ense of action when chere is a coherence between the actions of che agent and the meaning of his Situs-
tion for him” (1983: 24). . . R

BThe rerm psychoguitural brings together the psychological processes central to the constriction of
these interpreracions and cultural dynamics, emphasizing that chese orientations ace nor. iusr.r'j;ermnal bur,
rathef, are nuctured and socially reinforced, linking individuals in a collective process, amplifying wha is
shared, and emphasizing differences among groups (Mack, 1983). . ‘
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Psychocultural incerpretations offer plausible accounts of the world, empha-
sizing the motives of different actors and reinforcing those features thac distin-
guish one’s own group from others. When supported by one’s social world, these
plausible accounts offer psychic and sacial protection from the ambiguities and”
uncertainties of existence, reinforcing social and political bonds wichin prouips.
The power of psychocultural interpretations lies in their shared social character,
not those idiosyncratic features that distinguish one person’s account from dn-
other’s. As Taylor writes, “They are not subjective meanings, the property of one
or some individuals, bur rather inter-subjecei =_fg__:_'1'_:\¢:_ap_;,1fgl-“g_s,_ys.rh'ic'lll aré constitutive
of the social matrix in which individuals find themselves and act” (1985: 36).

* At the core.of psychoculcural interpretations are internalized, shared orien-
tations ‘rooted in the earliest social relationships that help pe‘t’);)l'ézi‘ti “a culture
make sensé of the inherently ambiguons, highly charged events that characterize
their lives (Ross 1995). Psychocultural interpretations draw ateention not just to
‘what péople do to each other but also to what onie group of people think or feel
that another group of people are doing, trying to do, or wanting & do, In a con
text of suspicion and uncertainty, not only acrions buc also pr-c‘—s"uﬂ:lpr'i‘dhs about
the intentions and meanings behind the actions (o inactions) play an important
role. This i crucial, for in few political situations do external events provide clear
explanatioas for whatis occurring; to develop rhese, indiyiduals turn to internal
frameworks which then shape subsequent behavior. . .

While participants in any dispute can often tell someone “just what the cori-
flict is abous,” this precision is often illusory, and poli}:li'c'_éll SCie tists often see chis
as evidence of flawed decision making and/or faulty i_,nformé_g_idn_ brﬁcéséing; How-
ever, it is more useful to view these “errors” as ,i_q_}g:{q'rtant data about the social dy-
namics. In many situations, different parties don't always agree ﬁbouﬁ_what a con-
flict is about, when it started, or who is involved, for chey operate from (but are
not aware of) alternative frames of references that shape their actions. Many dis-
putes, whether they are between families in a community or pations in the world,
involve parties with a long history, which, of course, mcludeslong_ lists of accu-
mulated grievances that can be trotted out and appended to né a8 polit
cal conditions shift (Scott 1985). In many si_tuatidns,;d}ﬁﬁlex' conflicts are about
a range of issues that are not of equai interest to all parties. I ar;;hmgie, Hager
(1995) offers a particularly clear case in her examinati nofc jiﬂict.in West Berlin
over energy policy, which she examines in tecms of both thEplIEllc policy consid-
erarions and che democratizarion issues cpncemi_ng_gg_l_eys;ieg'fi:ti_r‘r;_é on of citizen
roles in decision making on technologicaliy com_pié’_x maiff.;r‘__s_.fl'-)éé_is'ign makets
saw the issues as technical ones needing conflict management,whlle citizen
groups emphasized the legitimation of citizen participation in decision making.

The same factors that push actors to make sense _6:f'a'situat_ion also lead to
cognitive and perceptual distortion, because the E}gsiﬁé'__fdi’"ci"éfth‘ih_ﬁ}"'is' often
greater than the capacity for accuracy. Not only ate disputants likély 6 make sys-
temaric errors in the “facts” underlying interpretations, bue the homogéne'c;usbiia-
ture of most social setrings and cgltui‘al amplifiers reinforces these sélf-sewing

4
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(nistakes. What is most crucial, however, about interpretations of politics is the
compelling, coherent account they offer to the parties in linking discrete events
to general understandings. Central to such interpretations is the attribution of
motives to parties. Once identified, the existence of such motives seemingly
makes it easy to “predict” anothet’s future actions, and through one's own be-
havior to turn such predictions into self-fulfilling prophesies. In this sense, it is
appropriate to suggest that rather than thinking about particular objective events
that cause conflicts to escalate, we ought to be thinking about the interpretations
of such events that ate associated wich escalation and those thar are not. '

Psychocultural interpretations are found in the stories parties recount about
past experiences, present difficulties, and furure aspirations. These accounts are
valuable for revealing how participants chink about and characterize their polic-
ical worlds. In fact, as we listen to them it is important o consider the extent to
which stories from different groups or factions differ without necessarily directly
contradicting each other, as each selects key events in its effort to gain support-
ers and to make sense of its actual experience (Scott 1985).”

This can be seen vividly in stories about long-standing ethnic conflicts that
contain the culturally rooted aspirations, challenges, and deepest fears of com-
munities. Volkan (1988) uses the term “chosen trauma” to refer to a specific ex-
petience that comes to symbolize a group's deepest threats and fears through feel-
ings of helplessness and victimization (1991: 13). Volkan and his collaborators
provide many examples of such events including the Turkish slaughter of Arme-
nians, the Nazi holocaust, the experience of slavery and segregation for African
Americans, and the Serbian defeat at Kosovo by the Turks in 1389.>2 If a group
feels too humiliated, angry ot helpless to mourn the losses suffered in the trau-
ma, Volkan suggests that it then incorporates the emotional meaning of the trau-
matic event into its identicy and passes on the emotional and symbolic meaning

' from generation to generation.ﬁ In escalating intergroup conflicts, the key
metaphors, such as the chosen trauma, serve both as a rallying point and as a way
to make sense of events that evoke deep fears and threats to existence (Horowitz

I0wrhile there is no reom to develop the point here, it is important to understand that in contem-
porary society, the media become politically significant as creators and interpreters of events (Dayan and
Karz 1992: 83). '

$'For example in Northern Ireland, Protestant Unionists find great meaning in the story of William
of Orange and the Batele of the Boyne in 1689, while Catholic accounts really say little abour King Billy
or the battle. In contrast, Catholic _Na_ti_qn_-:a!isfs emphasize the meaning of the 1916 Baster Uprising, which
for Protestants is far less significant chan chieir sacred pact committing themselves to tesist Irish sclf-rule
four years earhier. Even when an event entees into the stories of both sides, such as the Hunger Strikes of
Nationalist ptisoners in 1980-81, the metaphors and meanings associated with them can be so different
¢hat it is hared to tealize one is hearing abour the same events in two different ways.

32Gee the special issue of Mind and Human Itseraction (1992) devoted to the question of ethnic and
pationabistic ttaumnas, and Volkan {1996 fot a discussion of the meaning of Kosove for Serbs.

¥The fip side is the chasen glory in which a group perceives triumph over the enemy; this. is seen
clearly in the Northern Irish Pratestant celebration of the Battle of the Boyne in 1689 every July 12 (Cecil

1993).
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1985; Kelman 1978; 1987). Only when the deep-seated threats these stories rep-
resenc are addressed, he suggests, is a community able to begin to formulate a
more peaceful future with its enemies.

Psychocultural interpretations reflect but also strengthen the boundary be-
tween ;'g-groups and out-groups. The process of telling and listening to — vali-
dating™® if you will — stories of past traumas and glories strengthens the link be-
tween individual and group identity and emphasizes how threats to the group are
also threats to individual group members. In long-term intransigent coaflict,
strong threats to identity are an essential part of the conflict dynamic, and any
efforts to defuse such a sicuacion muse rake seriously the stories that participants
recount, and the perceived threats to identity. The point, after all, is not whether
participants’ accounts ate true or false from some objective point of view but that
they are meaningful to the parties invoived.

Interpretations play a central role in the construction of ethnic and national
identities (Anderson 1991; Brubsker 1996; Gellner 1983; Hobsbawm and
Ranger 1983; Smith 1986; Tambiah 1986). The examination of interpretations
over time is a tool for understanding the contested nature of history and for dis-
cerning how one account comes to be accepted as “what really happened” while
other plausibie stories of the past are rejected. Interpretations of the past are
found in how people talk and write about it but are also found in the public rit-
uals and myths built around key events in the national (or ethnic) past. The rit-
uals and myths are significanc because of the meanings and metaphors surround-
ing a group's history that they communicate and reinforce, and because of the
political mobilizing potential they have in the hands of political entrepreneurs.

Interpretations As a Methodological Tool

At the core of cultural analyses of politics are people's accounts of their daily
worlds. Comparative tesearchers of all persuasions easily recognize many of the
forms in which such accounts appear, such as formal written macerials, historical
documents, public discourse, government records, law cases, systematic observa-
tions, and survey data. In addition, the rich accounts often needed in cultural
analysis can only be obtained through ethnographic field research (Laitin 1988;
Ross and Ross 1974); in-depth interviews and life histories; structured inter-
views; extended case analysis of trouble cases; popular culture (Merelman 1991Y;
and public and semipublic myths and rituals. Certainly the process analysis
Migdal, Tarrow, and Zuckerman all advocate in their chapters (this volume) is
central to cultural analysis with its emphasis on interpretations.

The central goal of the culture as a meaning and identity perspective is to
understand from the point of view of actors in a particular context why certain

*Whac is validated is ch i ici i i

is validated is the meaning of a story to participants on each side. This does not necessarily
mean the acceptance of such accounts as accurate. The notion of empathy is useful hete, It suggests an ac-
ceptance of the account as meaningful to the cecounter without necessarily implying agreement on the part
of the listener.
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actions are undertaken and others age not. What this entails is developing a plau-
sible account — and in the pro_cess_examihing'_rivél' accounts of action and show-
ing why they are not as good. There can be a huge gap, however, between the el-
ements in the stories actors offer and how a comparativist underscands policical

_action, just as there is a great difference between the content of a patient’s dreams

and the psychoanalyst's interpretation of how the elements fir togecher and the
dreams’ overall significance. Bridging the two requires calling on cultural un-
derstandings and building interpretations that both make sense to ¢uleural in-
siders and can be appreciated by outsiders.® oy
With a few rare exceptions, the most successful work linking culture and
politics witl not rely on only one source of data or a single rool for data analysis.

_ Our most interesting theories are complex and highly contingent and ‘cannot be

simply accepted or rejected on the basis of one crucial piece of evidence, as is the
case in some natural sciences. Instead, we need to obtain areas of convergence be-
tween independent data collected using a wide range of methods in order to have

- confidence in a sec of findings, as Campbell and Fi;ke (19‘59) advocated. Exclu-

“sive reliance on one type of data to study the interplay ‘qf..c\';fl't_,i;ré and politics, as

is found in some survey researchers such as Inglehart i('1988), inevitably produces
a thin, almost content-free sense of culture and points to few dynamics of how
culture produces the political effects it does. Instead, a more useful approach is
one such as Scott’s (1985) or Laitin’s (1986; 1995a) in which a range of evidence
is marshaled to explain a phenomenon that _i_é not self-evident; the presence of
everyday, but not avert, resistance among third-world peasants; the absence of
hitter conflict between Christians and Mbs'lgms_ in western Nigeria; or why in

~ Spain, the Basque revival has been violent while undér very similar circum-

stances, the Catalonian one was not. Another successful instance of bringing to-
gether a range of data is Merelman’s (1991) comparison of liberal democratic cul-

. cures in the United States, Britain, and Canada, which analyzes television

programs, cosporate publications, textbooks, and magazine ads along with sur-

1 vey.data. .

CONCLUSION

Gulture is 2 worldview offering a shared account of action and its meaning and
providing people with social and political idencities; it is manifested in a way of
life transmitted (with changes and madifications) bv_ér time, and embodied in a
community's institutions, values, and behavioral regularities. Politics, I bave ac-
gued, occurs in a cultural concext that links individual and collective identities,

¥¢sarol Hager (personal communication) suggeses that critical theory provides a set of guidelines for
the empirical scudy of interpretations in political research wich its artention to commuaication processes
and concerns with the problems of mediating between a researcher’s own intérpretations and those of the

people being studied.

- of how structural, interest, and culrural perspectives can comple
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defines the boundaries between groups and organized actions within and between
them, provides a framework for interpreting the actions and motives of ochers
and provides resources for policical .organiza_tion:and mqbkl;zanonCult 'l..'al ac-,
counts of politics émphasize how, through sh,a'teﬂ. ini:&sﬁﬁ}ecﬁiﬁ mea?n ngs, ac-
tors understand and ace in cheir daily worlds_..Beg.irin_ihg with cohté}éizdeﬁé'nﬂént
accounts — worldviews — cultural analysis conscructs pléusibl.cjnst_egi)réztaﬂ ons of
p_c:]hticglGI life that both seem reasonable. to local actors and mak_é sense & out- °
siders.” . . - - oL

o e e

[ have argued for a “strong” view of culture and ag'ai'l‘lf"t':;ﬁe notmn ehat i¢ can
be more simply approached in terms of specific values th_agpeppi,é in a community
hold. In fact, che significance of the prescnce,br{a,bsgncg of mm@s on any sin-
gle item is oft_en unclear without an analysis of the context. Cﬁl_ﬁure_"as a .system of
meaning is-not at all incompatible with strong. disagreemient on particular acti-
tudes (Laitin 1988), and it is often those points of 'disdgréemélji_tli;g :a’\_rei of real
political significance and shed light on “tough”. problems facing 2 society. For ex-
ample, the bitter divisions.in some European countries (-)véliA‘tiL(ésAfilén;s.such.és the
treatment of immigrants or further European _politjca“l' or economic integration are

‘powerful potiits of tension involving complicatewd,fz_;lt:e_rnative'c'ultural construc-

tions of whar it means to be French ot German or. British. As.a resul, a culrural

analysis might utilize survey data to document the nature of divisions in a coun-

- try on these questions, bur it would go a good deal further, trying to make sense

of why and how-they are important to people, the connections between these is-

sues and political and personal identity, and the significance of bi,tte_ﬂy contested

political meanings and actions within a common cu_lt_gral;-fr'a):r-lew.o-ﬂ::. o
i principle, cultural analysis can enhance our t'mdéréﬁéndﬁi;igk {;_f_pqlitiéé.in a

“number of domains. McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (this _vohmé ‘describe impor-

tant cultural contributions in the. field of c_outenti(-g,us politics and offer a model
0 £ ‘ t each other
in explaining significant political phenomena. Seeing social moveiears as both
carriers and makers of meaning, they suggest, e.nricﬁes Ql.dféf,: "mQ}'.e défvelbped
s:ruc.t'ural and resource mebilizacion pe_rspe_c:ives_.-Cultur.al"ia;j.a!);s-ésﬁemphasize '
framing of action and increase our understanding of the definition of political op-
portunities and the repertoires of action that are found in different setrings. A
focus on marracive structuring and symbglic polirics expands ur capicity to ex-
plain collective action in terms of changing preferences, changing identities, and
changing responses-to resources (Brysk 1995; 567) . S

The issue of how local actars react fo an interpretation has séveral components. One is the exrent
1o which they ot the social scientist have provided it IF it is the Jacter, to what extenc do they see it as
plausible? Another issue is how local accors react foé sd_ci-a-l sciem’is.;'s incerpreté\l;'ion. For example, Nancy
Scheper-Hughes (1982: v-xi), writing about the sevete pe;rso:i;_[ 'a_h_il:sb‘cial dysfuncrionaliry aSsdciat'ed with
the. very high rates of schizophsenia in rural_.qulalit‘:l, rt:pur.t's how upsef villagers were v.vith- het book de-
seribing this pattern. Interestingly, they didn'c say she was wrong; rather, they chastised hef for making

- public- whas were regarded locally as private marters.”
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Attention to culture would certainly address one of che most widely cited
weaknesses of rational choice theory, its inattention to context-specific inter-
ests and cross-culrural differences in how interests are conceptualized and ar-
riculated. More broadly, political economy mighe be an area that would ben-
efit from more explicit attention to cultural questions, as Hall (this volume)
suggests. For example, political economists have long documented differences
in equality of resource distribution actoss countries, noting places like Scan-
dinavia and S¢i Lanka where inequalities are relatively low. While chere is a
certain amount of lip service paid to “cultural differences” in these cases, a
more profound analysis would inquire into cultural conceptions of social jus-
tice, linked fate, and perhaps the relationship between the individual and the
collectivity. Similarly, there are probably strong cultural factors involved in
explaining cross-national differences in the locus of decision making and con-
trol over the economy. Where economic theory would emphasize efficiency, it
may be that culture is much more salient in determining not only how a
country resolves such an issue bur also how it implements economic and po-
litical programs. '

Polivical institutions are another obvious candidate for more culrurally
oriented research, although such studies are certainly not totally absent.
Many students of American legislatures, for example, have found culture par-
ticularly helpful in explaining their internal operation (Matthews 1962;
Muir 1982). The “folkways” of the U. 3. Senate chat Marthews identifies to
explain its functioning in the 1950s are both specific norms affecting any in-
dividual senator’s behavior and also a system that cannot simply be under-
stood in terms of its individual elements or the degree to which any sepator
thinks a particulat norm is appropriate. Similarly, as Crozier (1964) demon-
strated so effectively, culture can shape the behavior of both public and pri-
vate bureaucracies, and a culrural model sharply contrasts with explanations
derived from a more universal, rational-actor, bureaucratic routinization
model.

Finally, conflict is culeural behavior, since culture shapes what people
fight about, how they fight, with whom they fight, and how the conflict ends
{Avruch 1991; Ross 1993b). Both group goals and group actions are linked to
cultural notions of appropriate behavior in the development and pursuit of
goals. As a result, culturally shated rules can guide behavior even in the ab-
sence of strong institutions to enforce them. Conflict involves both the pur-
suit of culturally defined competifg interests and the parties’ divetgent inter-
precations and threats to identity. These interpretations offer alternative
metaphors about what is at stake ina conflict and the intensity of the dispute.
Only when we examine the cultural meanings from the point of view of the
participants can we make sense of why any conflict rook the parcicular course

it did.
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