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L. — SOCIAL IDENTITIES IN CHANGING CONTEXTS

Social identities are cultural phenomena : they are embadied in customs, emblems, institutions.
lexical categories, ete., and they imply relationships among people''. They are essentially normative
constructs, entailing concepts of obligation, status, authority, and the like. The identities of particular
concern here are those that can be invoked as bascs for political coalition, Because lexemes — that is,
verbal signs -- are the most versatile manifestations of such identities we will, 1o abbreviate the
discussion, use a single term, a “social category™, to represent a particular identity type. Thus, cach
category will stand for a range of concepts about social status, obligation, authority, etc., that are implicit_
in that identity type. Unfortunately, not all of the implications of the social identities we will discuss can
be explained in this brief articie!.

Social categories and the other signs for social identity are cullutal resources for interpreting the
diverse circumstances of human life. Their use reflects the attempts of people to lay a normative
framewerk on the discursive events of actual social affairs. But because they are idealized concepts, they
only more or less fit actual ¢ir¢umstances. Any use of a sign of identity entails a confrantation hetween
the ideal and the real and affects both the construct and the situation within which it is used. The
construct shapes the situation by defining it in terms of familiar, established concepts, whereas the actual
situation, an the other hand, places a strain on the ideal construct so as 1o “wear” the construct into its
own image. Over time the construct is shaped o [it, more or less, the kinds of situations that regularly
arise in human relationships so that the meanings of social categories received [rom one generation are
often infused with fresh nuances (and stripped of some others) by the time they are passed on ta the next;
social categories, like all cultural phenomena, “are developed in the experience of social groups” (Spiro
1984 : 323),

The “wearing” of social concepts takes place in respect to the rate of change in actual social
relations: under radically changing circumstances the categories take om new meanings, and likewise
shuck off old ones, morc rapidly. It 1s the “wearing” of the catepories of socihl identity in Afghanistan
under the disruptive circumstances of the current war that is our specific concern in this essay. We
appreach the topic tentatively, however, us the situation is of course still in flux and, in any case, is pootly
knawn'". This analysis should be reparded, therefore, as merely a suggestion to be revised as more
accurate information becomes availabie.
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(23 | have avoided the term “plurat sociery™ in this essay, although the term applics to Afgharistan. us B is 1 netien in which
mecleys of peoples with different backgraunds ure brought towether under the contrai of one of them. f.¢. 1the Afghans (or Pushians:
of. Smith. 1949). See Smooha 1978 and | lorowitz 1935 for recent discussicns of wsues, ard Bently 1981 for an extens:ve pibliogeaphy.
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