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Abstract 
Over the past thirty years, identity-rather than labour or political 

party affiliations-has become the rallying point of most social 
mobilizations. Most discussions of identity polit ics evaluate its revolu­
tionary potential and condemn its emphasis on image representation as 
easily co-opted. What is missing from thi s debate is a nuanced analysis 
of the ways in which appeals to identity are grounded within a particular 
historical moment. I argue that this emphasis on identity emerges out of 
the late capita list shift from a Fordist to a post-Fordist paradigm of 
production. In North America's "post-industrial" information-based 
society, image production is as much a part of the economy as factory 
production, and redefining and essentializing an identity is a way to 
reclaim control of the relations of production. As the manufacturing base 
is being outsourced to the developing world and as governments 
increasingly cut social spending and deregulate industries, identity 
becomes one of the most effective tools for claiming state resources, 
capturing public attention, finding jobs, and accessing corporate 
sponsorships. Why identity? Because it works. 

Introduction 
Most discussions of identity politics construct a monolithic entity 

and evaluate it in philosophically abstract terms, usually to condemn 
it. These critiques argue that identity politics focuses on media 
representations and ignores the underlying mode of production, and 
thus lends itself to easy co-optation. ] What is missing from this debate 
is not another condemnation or defence of the revolution31Y potential 
of identity politics, but rather a nuanced analysi s of the ways in 
which appeals to identity are grounded within a particular hi storical 
moment. " Identity politics" is a term that seems capable of expanding 
infinitely along a hori zontal plane, claiming every new soc ial 
movement that crops up- from feminists to New Age spiritualists 
to ethnic separatists to right-wing religious conservatives to anti­
globalization protesters to disability activists- but it does not stretch 
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out infinitely along a vertical plane, encompass ing all past and future 
modes of protest. Identity politics is a re latively new, temporally 
bounded phenomenon that is linked to changes in the late capitali st 
mode of production. 

Thus, rather than attempting to wrestl e these disparate phenomena 
into one bounded categoty ca ll ed " identity politics ," I will focus 
instead on the ways in which identity itsel f has been operationali zed 
in North America to achieve economic and politica l goa ls. What is 
it that makes identity a powe rful tool? Why has identity become the 
privileged focal point for social mobilization- whether in the form 
of grassroots alliances or lobbying groups- rather than, for example, 
unions or political parties (Johnston et al. 1994:9 , 26 ; Flacks 
1994 :335-337; Hobsbawm 1996 :3 9)? 

To answer these questions, I will look at some of the economic 
and social developments in North America over the last thirty yea rs. 
I focus on identity-based movements within the United States and 
Canada for several reasons: first , because a g lobal perspecti ve is 
beyond the scope of thi s paper; second, because a focus on "the 
West" would conflate significantly di vergent socio-political trends 
in Europe and North America ; and finall y, because I am most familiar 
with the Notih American context2 

I argue that the focus on " identity" emerges out of the late 
ca pitali st shift from a Fordist to a post-Fordi st paradi gm of 
production. In North Ameri ca's "post-industrial" information-based 
economy, claiming and essentializing one 's distincti ve identity is a 
way of recla iming control of the relations of production. As the 
manufacturing base is progress ively outsourced to the developing 
world and as governments increasingly cut social spending, pri vatize 
institutions, and deregulate industri es, " identity" becomes one of 
the most e ffective tools for claiming dwindling state resources, 
capturing public attention and suppoti, finding j obs, and accessing 
corporate sponsorships. 

Fordist and Post-Fordist Paradigms 
"Fordism" and "post-Fordi sm" are idea l types which are intended 

to correspond to the paradigmatic ways- both material and soc ial­
that industrial production has been organized . The Fordist paradigm 
is epitomized by the factoty assembly line model that was fi rst made 
famous by the U.S.-based Ford motor company in the 1920s (Nolan 
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& O'Donnell 1991: 160; Arestis & Paliginis 1995 :9 1-92). Here, 
workers spend their careers perfol111ing the same tasks in order to 
produce one standardized good in large quantities. This mode of 
production responds to a homogenous, mass-market demand. The 
company is regulated by a hierarchica ll y organized bureaucracy, 
which typically operates within a nationalist economy that is subject 
to a significant amount of state intervention (P iore & Sabel 1984:49, 
60; Smith 1991:139-140; Lancaster 2003:306). 

Post-FordislII: "Flexible" amI "Specialized" 
By contrast, post-Fordist production, or "fle xible specialization," 

operates with far fewer governmenta l controls. J Its corporations are 
" flexible" because they increasingly rely on temporary workers and 
move their factories around the world to the cheapest locations, whi le 
its workers are described as " flexible" because they have no job 
stability and must be ab le to reinvent themselves continually in order 
to survive (Martin 1994; Peters 1997; Klein 2000). 

In the United States, the hiring of " temporaIY" employees has 
increased by 400% si nce the early 1980s (Klein 2000:247). These 
"disposable" workers may be easi ly let go if the company needs to 
improve its bottom line (Maliin 1994: 146-147; Klein 2000:23 1-257). 
Production is made " flexible" through outsourc ing- rather than 
directly hiring workers to produce their goods, corporations contract 
out these operations to the lowest bidder, often in developing 
countries (Arestis & Paliginis 1995 : 10 I-I 02 ; Klein 2000: 197- 199). 

Post-Fordist production is "specialized" because it targets niche 
markets rather than mass markets. In order to meet diversifying 
consumer demand, companies are investing heavily in branding the 
subtl e differences between functionally identical commodities (Klein 
2000:6). T he illusion of variety and endless consumer choice masks 
the centralized control of a few major corporat ions . "We li ve in a 
double world," according to Naomi Klein: "carnival on the surface, 
consolidation underneath, where it counts" (2000: 130). Companies ' 
real profits now li e, not in what they make, but how they market it. 
They labour to produce "attribute brands" that become associated 
with a lifestyle, a political orientation, a set of values- in short, a 
personal identity- rather than with one pal1icular commodity. For 
example, Virgin Group has stamped its brand on everything from 
soft drinks to bridal gowns to music to ai rlines to financial services 
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to- most recently- cell phones (Klein 2000 : 17, 23-24). 

Fordist alld Post-Fordist /delltity Politics 
As the focus of the marke t shi fted " rrom an indll stri al/prod llcer 

economy to a se rvice/consumer economy" (Lancaster 2003:3 14) , 
the roclls or most soc ia l reviews, too, " moved from the econornic­
industrial system to the cu ltural sphere" (Melucci 1994: 1 09). The 
paradigm of fl ex ible spec ia li za ti on is sa id to have emerged in the 
ea rl y 1970s, after the saturati on and break-up of mass markets in 
the late 1960s (Piore & Sabel 1984 : 184- 187; Aresti s & Paligini s 
1995:92). T hi s is al so the peri od when the "new social movements" 
based more substanti all y on identity than on ideology- or, perhaps 
more accurately, on self-focused ideo logies rather than on society­
focused ideologies- began to appear (Melucci 1980, 1994; Johnston 
et al. 1994: 10). The connections between these two phenomena are 
not coincidental: each provided the conditions for the other to emerge. 

There are roughl y two phases of identity politics. The first grows 
out of a Fordi st paradigm, and precipitates the post-Fordi st paradigm; 
the second grows out of the post-Fordi st paradigm. The first phase 
in c luded the Civ il Ri ghts move ment and the ea rl y wo men 's 
movement: while both were orga nized around the identity issues of 
race and gender, their advocacy was pre mi sed on an assumption o f 
ultimate sa meness (Heyes 2002: 3) and promoted a " moderni st 
universa li zi ng agenda" (Hooks 1990:25). Their demands we re 
adva nced fo r full pal1icipati on in the state's socio-politico-economic 
institutions and fo r more equitable redi stribution of wealth. 

Such agitations in the United States led, for example, to the Equal 
Pay Act of 1963 that required all employees be paid equal wages for 
equal wo rk without di scrimination based on gender. They also led 
to the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which made employer di scrimination 
based on race illega l, and further outl awed rac ial segregation or 
exc lusion in publi c places li ke restaurants, theatres, hotels, and so 
forth (EPA 1963; CRA 1964). T he social movements and legislati ve 
victories of the 1960s moved identity out of the periphelY and close r 
to the co re ofNol1h Ameri can politics (Hobsbawm 1996:39). 

The second phase of identity politics began in the ea rl y 1970s, 
and is what is generally understood as " identity politics" proper. 
T he term was fi rst arti cul ated by the Combahee Ri ver Collecti ve in 
1974, and was used to describe the Collecti ve's new approach to the 
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inextri ca ble oppress ions of racism, sex ism, hete rosexism, and 
c1assism (Ryan 2001 :4; Combahee Ri ver Collective 1982). This 
second phase of identity politi cs emerged from the experiences of 
people who felt marginalized not only by their society 's dominant 
classes, but also by the dominant voices in the social movements in 
w hich th ey pa rt ic ipa ted . T hu s , their p rima ry goa l beca me 
rec og niti o n- a d ema nd fo r ackn ow ledge me nt and pos iti ve 
affirmation (Combahee Ri ver Collecti ve 1982: 16; Taylor 1994:25-
26; Fraser 1995:74; Kl ein 2000:107-109; Ryan 200 1:320-32 1). 

These two phases of identity politics corre late roughl y to Na ncy 
Fraser 's two "modes of co ll ecti vity" ( 1995:74): the first mode is 
protest aga inst socioeconomic injustice, to be remedied by the state's 
more equitable redi stribution of resources; the second mode is protest 
aga inst cultural or symboli c injustice, to be remedied by society­
wide recognition and respect (Fraser 1995 :70-73). I agree with Fraser 
that these two modes are inextricably inteltwined and reinforce each 
other di alecti ca ll y: "Cultural norms that are unfa irly biased aga inst 
some are institutionali zed in the state and the economy; meanwhile, 
economic disadva ntage impedes equal parti cipati on in the making 
of culture, in public spheres and everyday li fe" (Fraser 1995:72-
73) . 

However, unlike Fraser, I do not see these two poles of acti vism 
as palt of a kind of hi stori cal pendulum swing: I am arguing that one 
mode predominates (though, of course, never exclusively) ove r the 
other mode depending on the spec ific confluence of economic, social, 
and political fac tors at a g ive n m oment in time. Thu s the 
redi stribution-based soc ial protests in NOIth America during the first 
half of the centUlY came out of the Fordist paradigm, but prepared 
the way fo r the eme rg ing pos t-Fo rdi st paradig m and a new 
proliferation of recognition-based identity politics. 

The Relatiollship betweell the llfode of Productioll alld the Mode 
of Collectivity 

The Fordi st model offered job securi ty and high wages only to 
"breadwinners", who we re understood to be W hite men with wives 
and children. By viltue of their full producti ve integration into the 
economy, such men also held all the privi leges of full citi zenship 
(these include not simply voting and running fo r offi ce, but also the 
micro practi ces of community authority and personal safety). Thus 
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the early po liti ca l protests aga inst this model were organi zed by Black 
people and women seeking acknowledgement as "breadwinners" 
a nd thu s full c iti ze ns in the ir own ri g ht- a nd not s im ply as 
dependants or di sposable workers. 

Fordi st mass-production industri es required labour reserves of 
peo pl e- usuall y no n- W hite , fe ma le, yo un g, o r o the rw ise 
marginali zed parti cipa nts in the economy- who had to acce pt 
unstabl e employment th at flu ctuated w ith peaks and lows in 
consumer demand (Piore & Sabel 1984 : 167- 168; Aresti s & Pa liginis 
1995:9 1-92; cf. Johnston et al. 1994:26). T hough women permeated 
the labour force during World Wa r II, the government's postwar 
promise of full employment was directed exclusive ly to the prewar 
definiti on of"breadwilmer"- and most fe male workers were coerced 
by institutional policies and nonnati ve pressures into return ing to 
the domesti c sphere (Aresti s & Paliginis 1995 :92) . 

Mea nwhile, in both pre- and post-Wa r Ameri ca , the broad 
di v isions of labour between male and fe m ale, White and non­
White- along with the narrower divisions ofl abour among parti cul ar 
ethnic groups- meant that unions were being orga ni zed according 
to cultural, racial, and sexual affili ations rather than class solidarity 
(F lacks 1994:336). Thus identity-based unioniz ing within a Fordi st 
paradigm la id the groundwork fo r a post-Fordi st identi ty politics 
cut loose from its industri al moorings. 

As corporations make the shi ft from a ri gid Fordi st bureaucracy 
to a m o re fl ex ibl e , subco ntrac tor-d epende nt paradi gm , a nd 
governments reduce their centra li zed control of trade and soc ial 
we lfare to promote pri va ti zat ion a nd indi v id ua l eco no mi c 
responsibility, the organization of new soc ial movements is also 
chang ing from the "cadre-l ed and centrali zed bureaucrac ies of 
traditi onal mass partie s" to mo re "segmented , diffuse , and 
decentra li zed" coa li tions composed of autonomous sa tellite groups 
(Johnston et al. 1994 :8-9; cf. Flacks 1994:335). 

It is important, however, not to see the re lat ionship between 
po litico-eco nomi c changes and forms of soc ia l ac ti v ism as a 
determini sti c cause and effect. Rather, modes of co llecti vity and 
modes of producti on are, in Roger Lancaster 's words, "mutuall y 
imbricated" and both emerge "by means of a dynamic process of 
contestation and compro mi se , pl ayed out under ve ry spec ific 
conditions" (2003:3 18). Identi ty-based social movements we re "both 
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agents of and beneficia ri es of" the change from a Fordist to a post­
Fordi st paradigm (3 19) . 

W hile the Fordist mode of co ll ectivity mobilizes gender and 
ethnicity to achieve equal access to material and economic resources, 
the post-Fordi st mode of collectivity mobilizes gender and ethnicity 
to ac hieve equal recogniti on- and thus, it is understood implicitly, 
equal access to materi al, economic, di scursive and cultural resources. 
Attaining respect and recognition is understood as the key to undoing 
the nexus of di scriminatOlY polic ies : you calUlot fight ci ty hall , but 
you can fi ght the biases of the elite power brokers. The enemy is no 
longer perceived as a monolithic system, but palticular practices 
and prejudices perpetrated within a cross-secting network of power 
relations. Thus, where Philip Arestis and E leni Paliginis define 
Fordi sm as the combination of " [m]a ss production , ma ss 
consumption and monopoli sti c forms of regulation (Keynesian 
policies and collective bargaining)" (1995: I 0 I), we may define NOlth 
American post- Fordi sm as brand/information production, customized 
consumption, and individual-centred forms of regulation (neoliberal 
policies and identity politics) . 

Linking Recognition and Redistribution 
While Fraser ' s heuri st ic separa tion of re cog niti o n and 

redistribution provides a useful analytical too l when examining 
different modes of collective socia l act ion, it is impoltant, also, to 
detail the ways in which these two politica l goa ls are inextricably 
linked in practi ce in order to understand the economic stakes of 
identity claims. Whi le the scholarly consensus on identity-based 
soc ia l movem e nts is that th ey focu s to th e ir de triment on 
representational images and psychologica l injustices, rather than on 
instituti onal rea lities and economic injustices (Tay lor 1994 ; Turner 
1994; Fraser 1995 ; Johnston et al. 1994; Klein 2000; Kauffman 
200 1), the demands made by social groups today for recognition 
have as much to do with redi stribution of materi al resources as they 
do with di scursive acknowledgement and affirmation. 

Klein (2000) and other critics are right to note that the insistence 
on equitable representation should be onl y one battle in a much larger 
wa r (Klein 2000: 1 08 ; cf. Hennessy 1995 and Kauffm an 2001) , but 
they go too far in suggesting identity politics ' achievements stop at 
" raising teenage rs ' se lf-es teem and making sure they have positive 
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role model s" in the media and in the literary canon (Klein 2000: 114 ; 
cf. Taylor 1994). The inclusion of marginalized voices in the canon, 
for example, does more than rai se the se lf-esteem of minority 
students: it also directly accrues financial benefits to the author (or 
the estate of the author) and gives publishers an incenti ve to publish 
more work by the same author, or similar works by similar authors. 
In a marketing-based information society, representation is not just 
about "mirrors and metaphors" (Klein 2000: 108); it is also about 
money and power. 

Studies proliferate on the economic barriers faced by short men, 
fat women, visible minorities, people with disabilities, queer people, 
and all others who do not fit into the Caucasian, patriarchal middle 
class. Despite equal opportunity and affirmative action polici es in 
place in North America , such groups are still marginalized from the 
centres of power and are still more likely to be living in poverty 
(Kaw 1994:250-256; Fraser 1995:85; Hennessy 1995:175-176; 
CHRC 1997; Bishop 2005:7; cf. EPA 1963 ; CRA 1964; EEA 1995; 
CCA 2004) . The more people phys ically conform to the "norm", 
the more likely they are to be financially successful (Kaw 1994:250-
256; Fraser 1995:85; Hennessy 1995 : 175 -1 76; CHRC 1997 ; Bishop 
2005:7). Thus Asian-American women may undergo double-eyelid 
and nose-bridge surgery- procedures that make faci al features look 
more Caucasian- as a way of increasing chances of employment 
and socio-economic success (Kaw 1994:254-256) . 

Cultural (lml Sub-Cultural Capital 
Working to "fit in" to the dominant class is one response to a 

body-consc ious socio-economic structure; consciously rejecting the 
hegemonic norms and promoting marginali zed identity markers is 
another. Linking the physical markers of ethnicity- for example, 
sk in colour- with cultural markers of ethnicity- for example, 
musical genre- in an exclusive way may give people marginali zed 
from mainstream success access to a kind of "sub-cultural capital" . 
Where Pierre Bourdieu 's "cultural capital" works to facilitate the 
transmission of hegemonic power from one elite generation to the 
next (1986:244-246) , Sarah Thornton's "sub-cultural capital" 
consciously defines itself in opposition to the putatively generic 
mainstream (1996: 104, 115). Though Thornton designs the term to 
apply exclusively to " hipness" in youth culture (1996: II), her term 
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has a wider applicability that I build on here . 
Where cultural cap ital exists in embodied states (e.g. as an upper 

class British accent or as Whiteness) , objectified states (e.g. as fine 
art) , and institutionalized states (e.g. as academic qualifications) 
(Bourdieu: 1986 :243-248), sub-cultural capital exists in embodied 
states (e.g. as slang or as Blackness) and objectified sta tes (e.g . as a 
limited- edition record col lect ion) , but is not in stitutionali zed 
(Thornton 1996: 11-1 2) because its bea rers are ali enated from the 
material mea ns of identity (re) production (e.g. uni ve rsiti es, 
publishing houses, recording studios , and so fOI1h). Both forms of 
capita l re inforce the ir borders through phys ical , sartoria l, and 
linguisti c codes, which make it di fficult for members of elite groups 
to directl y appropriate sub-cultural capital (though they may profit 
on it through their ownership of the means of production) or for 
members of marginali zed groups to directly appropriate cu ltural 
capita l. 

Identity may be effectively (if not always easily) mobilized along 
either axis of power- whether by investing one 's cultural capital in 
the academic and corporate institutions of "B rand America" or by 
venturing one's sub-cultural capital against the mainstream. Both 
tactics are an indirect consequence of corporate saturation of public 
(and often private) space: identity is conceptua lized as a personal 
brand, whether one defines oneself within or aga inst the dominant 
social order. Within the brands-not-products paradigm of the post­
Fordist economy, operationalizing identity has prove n to be an 
effective strategy for obta ining corporate sponsorships, achieving 
commercial success as a branded ce lebrity, se lling oneself on the 
job circuit, and making claims on sca rce state resources. 

Corporate Spollsorships 
Corporations are increasingly filling the gaps left by gove rnment 

funding cuts over the past thirty years , providing much-needed 
resources to schools and other public institutions, services, and events 
(Klein 2000:30; McLeod 2001 :6). Corporate sponsorship spending 
in the U.S. increased 700% between 1985 and 1998, reaching nearl y 
$7 billion (Klein 2000:33). This money always comes with strings 
attached, however; these usually involve the branding of the recipient 
with the corporat ion 's identity. For example, in 1998, Coca-Cola 
promi sed to reward the school that devised the best marketing 
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st rategy for di stributing coupons for the soft drin k to its students. 
One school in Georgia held an "o ffi cial Coke da y" where all students 
were required to wea r matching Coca-Cola t-shilts: one student came 
to school in a Pepsi shirt and was immediately suspended (Kl ein 
2000:95). 

Sponsorship may a lso take less coerc ive and more subtle fo rms. 
For example, NOlth American co rporations palt icipate in nominall y 
phil anthropi c adverti sing proj ects to associate the ir brand with 
co mmuni ties identifi ed as "coo l" or " authenti c" . Thu s N ike 
occasionally g ives away free shoes or resurfaces basketball courts 
in predominantly Afri can-Ameri can low-income neighbourhoods 
because it wa nts to further entrench its brand 's connection within 
inner-city hip-hop culture (Klein 2000: 75). 

W hile exploited workers in both industri alized and developing 
countri es are denied access to fair di stribution of economic capital, 
marginali zed people in the fi rst world are courted as consumers and 
mined as sources of authenti c " cool" (Klein 2000: 72-77), and they 
are thus able to operationali ze their social and symbolic capital to 
their benefit. Oppressed and impove ri shed populations in the 
industri alized world, and espec ially Black conununiti es in American 
urban centres, have become the new source of all things "cool" (Klein 
2000: 73 -77). Corporations have gene rated an industry of "cool­
hunters" who comb ghettoes and schoo ls looking for the latest 
innovati ons in sty le (Klein 2000 :72) . 

Personal Branding 
Of course, thi s coolness generally brings advantages to only ve ry 

few members of these communities who manage to parl ay the ir 
identiti es out of the ghetto and into the mainstream media . Fostering 
sub-cultural capita l is a way of pos itioning onese lf against the 
mainstream, but in a post-Fordi st economy of niche-marketing and 
spec ia li zed consumption , co unter- cultura l s ty les a re qui ckl y 
corrul1odified and incorporated into the economy. Subcultures do 
not necessa rily combine their oppos iti ona l set of styles and va lues 
with a revolutionary critique of the socio-economjc system. Identities 
are culti vated by communities of people, but often onl y indi viduals 
are able to translate sub-cultural capital into financial capital. For 
example, rappers li ke 50 Cent are able to ri se to fa me by promoting 
their gangster image and boasting about the ir "street ered". Their 
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music is judged as much by its "authenticity" as by its sound. 50 
Cent derives as much of his star power from the fact that he has 
been shot nine times and has taken a bullet in the face (Clanton 
2005) as he does from his catchy songs. 

Many activists have qu estioned why ghe tto life ha s been 
construed as authentically Black, as opposed to college life, for 
example (e.g. Hooks 1990:38). A partial answer is that thi s latte r 
environment is its own economic reward : as Bourdieu puts it , 
academic qualifications are the institutionali zed form of cultural 
capital , "a certi ficate of cultural competence which confers on its 
holder a conventional , constant, lega ll y guaranteed va lue with respect 
to culture" (1986:248). Life on the streets or in rent-controlled 
housing complexes has no socially recogni zed prestige or monetary 
va lue ; thus, commodifying it and limiting those who may (v isibly) 
profit on this identity to people of colour is a way of producing an 
eliti st sub-cultural capital.· 

Once famous, many musical stars will branch out, turning their 
identity into a brand that is associated not with one paliicular 
product- music- or even one paJ1icuiar indi vidual , but rather with 
a constellation of values, lifesty le, and image. 50 Cent has created 
hi s own record label and clothing line, has tri ed his hand at acting 
and directing, and has marketed his own brand of goods from vitamin 
water to sex toys (Walker 2005). Self-branding- as 50 Cent, MaJ1ha 
Stewal1, and Michael Jordan demonstrate-can result in incred ible 
profit empires (Klein 2000:30, 57-59). 

Job-Hlil/ting iI/ a COl/tract Economy 
However, branded ce lebrities are simply the most visible and 

most profitable ve rsio n of the widespread personal branding 
phenomenon, where, as movement guru Tom Peters puts it, "We are 
CEOs of our own companies: Me Inc" (1997:83). In an uncertain 
job market where "employability" is emphasized over "employment" 
(Klein 2000: 27 1; cf. Piore & Sabel 1984:244; Peters 1997; Arruda 
2000), culti vating and promoting one 's own unique identity is seen 
as the key to achieving economic security. 

In the post-Fordist organization oflabour, the company absolves 
itself of its commitment to its workers and j obs are characterized by 
transience more than stability. The economy increasingly relies on 
"temps", contract workers, paI1-timers, and interns who may be easil y 
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let go if the company needs to improve its bottom line (Mart in 
1994: 146-147; Klein 2000:23 1-257). Michael Piore and Charles 
Sabel argue that employees are no longer pa id for what they do , but 
for what they know ( 1984:244). Thus the focus returns to identi ty­
individuals mLlst wo rk on their own se lf- improvement , on upgrad ing 
their skill s and finding hidden talents, in order to make themselves 
attractive to employers as they move from job to job. 

The conceptua l Fordist division between public and private life 
is eliminated: not only are people increas ingly working from home 
(Klein 2000:254-255), but, as some "personal branding" gurus claim, 
treating your down time as professionally as you do your company 
time is the key to security in an uncerta in job market (Peters 1997 , 
1999; Arruda 2000; Frost 2003) . As Tom Peters, one of the most 
vocal advocates of the new "free agent" economy, notes that since 
the large corporations "aren't in charge of our careers- and by 
extension our lives- anymore" it is therefore "up to us to fashion 
ourselves" ( 1999: 12, emphases in original; cf. Peters 1997 ; Klein 
2000:252-255; Frost 2003). There are se lf-help books, seminars, 
websites, and even branding coaches ava ilabl e to he lp yo u 
micromanage evelY aspect of your personal life: from the friends 
you choose, to the clothing you wear, to the way you talk (Frost 
2003). 

State Resou/'ces 
Identity can also be mobilized to access state resources. American 

affirmati ve action programs and Canad ian employment equity 
policies consciously work to overcome systemic racism by removing 
" the barriers to make sure that rea l merit is recognized and rewarded" 
and by specifying hiring quotas, or setting aside particular resources, 
for ident ified minority groups (CHRC 1997; cf. EPA 1963; CRA 
1964; EEA 1995 ; CCA 2004). 

For example, the Ca nada Counc il fo r the Arts has identifi ed 
members of " the cu lturally diverse community as a strategic funding 
priority, along with the yo uth commu nity and the Abor igina l 
community" (CCA 2004). A 2005 report commiss ioned by the 
Council announced that while the arts labour force in Canada grew 
at almost three times the rate of the overall labour force between 
199 1 and 200 I , al1ists earned 26% less than other members of the 
work force. s During the same ten-year span, the number of visible 
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minority arti sts grew an as toni shing 74%, whil e their average yea rly 
earnings in 200 I amounted II % less than art ists as a whole (Hill 
Strategies Resea rch 2005:3, 6-7). In an attempt to co rrect thi s 
di spari ty, the Canada Counc il for the Arts boosted their direct and 
indirect funding of "culturall y di verse" aIii sts by over 50% (from 
$7 .2 milli on to $ 10.9 milli on) between 2001 and 2003 (CCA 2004). 
Thus there is a qui ckly expanding poo l of artists competing for sca rce 
resources, and identity is an increasing ly influenti al barga ining tool. 

Therefore, whil e di stinctions betwee n paradigms of recognition 
and redi stribution are useful as idea l types, in practi ce they are 
inextri cably linked. For members of marginali zed groups, cultivating 
a celiain kind of identity can garner a co rporate sponsorship or a 
ca reer in the enterta inment industry. Increas ing awa reness of 
minority presence and di sproporti onately low representati on in 
pos itions of power in the public and private sectors can lead to 
government poli cies des igned to correct these inequaliti es. Yet 
seeking recogniti on is not red ucibl e to seeking redi stributi on ; 
claiming a public identity is also an effort to reappropriate control 
of the re lati ons of identity in an information economy. 

Essentialism and the Relations of Identity Production 
As Al be rto Me lucc i recogni zed in 198 0, producti on in late 

capitali sm can no longer be exclusive ly understood as the processing 
of natural resources into technological products: " It is a lso becoming 
the production of social relati ons and social systems; indeed, it is 
even becoming the production of the individua l 's bi ologica l and 
interpersonal identity" ( 1980 :2 18). In an in fo rmation economy, 
power li es not in the messages themse lves, which proliferate in 
as toni shing numbers and become obso lete w ith astoni shing speed, 
but rathe r, powe r li es in controlling the codes that s hape the 
interpretati on and o rga ni za ti on o f message contents (Me lu cci 
1994: 11 2). 

Identi ty politics critiques the "evely man" code, the "myth ical 
norm" which, as Audre Lorde puts it, " is usually defined as white, 
thin , male, young, heterosexual, christi an [sic], and financia lly 
secure" (200 I: 11 6) . Excl usion from thi s norm is exclusion fro m 
the stronghold of power and authori ty ( /1 5- 11 6). Many social 
movements have focused on cha ll enging the codes that frame the 
concepts of physical attractive ness and personal self-wOlih. The 
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Bl ack Power movement insisted that "B lack Is Beauti ful " (Walke r 
200 1: 1), while second-wave fe min ists critiqued the fashion industry 
for propagating unreali sti c images of female bodies that fo stered 
low se lf-esteem and eating diso rders (Klein 2000: 124). 

T he body is a criti ca l s ite of struggle in many new soc ia l 
movements fo r seve ral reaso ns: first, physica l tra its have not only 
become (rac ia li zed and gendered) indica to rs of class and status 
(Turne r 1994:28) , but th ey al so pl ay a ro le in de te rminin g 
soc ioeco nom ic success (B ishop 2005 :7; Kaw 1994 :254 -256); 
second, the body is the focus of the disciplinary surveillance of the 
hegemonic system (Melucc i 1980:22 1); and third , the body is, 
according to Terence Turner, " the material infrastructure" of identi ty 
production ( 1994:28). According to Turner, the struggle for control 
of the body is a struggle for "contro l of the relati ons of persona l 
production, meaning both the production of personal identity and 
the materi al conditi ons of personal bodily ex istence" (45). 

Susan Bordo traces the shi ft fro m a Fordi st understanding of the 
body as a mechanized instrument, like a watch wound up by God, 
and repaired to smooth functi oning as needed by medica l science , 
to the post-modern paradigm of the self as omnipotent sculptor and 
the body as "cultural plastic," amenable to limitless reshaping on its 
way toward the goa l of perfection ( 1997:335-337; c f. Ma rtin 1994) . 
Yet the body is another example of the surface "carnival" of consumer 
cho ice and the underl y ing "co nso lida ti on" o f s tandardi ze d 
production: a vast and va ri ed array of beauty products ex ists, but it 
ex ists to crea te (or at least approximate) one basic look. While the 
post-modern rhetoric of creative se lf-determinati on and playful se lf­
expression dominates the di scourse of physica l appearance, norms 
for attractive ness are narrowly standardized as slim, toned, young 
bodies with symmetri ca l, Caucas ian-type fac ia l features (Kaw 
1994:243,258-26 1; Bordo 1997:339) . 

Flexible {lml II/flexible Idel/tities 
Insisting on the inflex ibility of celia in bodies and identities- by 

asseliing that some women will never look like Twiggy or that sexual 
ori entati on is not a choice, fo r exa mple- unsettl es the post-Fordist 
paradigm of equal-ri ghts consumeri sm. Whil e it does not prese nt a 
revoluti onary challenge to the economic structure itse lf, it does 
reasse li (however incompletely) some measure of control ove r the 
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relations of identi ty production. It gives particul ar conullunities a 
kind of organic, info rma l intell ectual propelty rights over the cul tural 
forms that they ha ve generated, and it g ives them the authority to 
police their own borders, by restri cting who may consume and 
di spla y ce rt a in go od s throug h the informal means of publi c 
di sapprova l, gossip, moraliz ing, rid icu le, and so forth .6 For example, 
the pejo rative label "wigge r" is applied to White people who are 
seen as " tlying to become Black" by wea ring ghetto-coded clothing, 
spea king Afri can- A meri ca n Ve rnacul ar Eng li sh (AAVE) , and 
li stening to rap music. 

This policing of identity wo rks both ways. Afri can-Ameri can 
rock musicians like Le lmy Krav itz must continually justi fy the fac t 
that they play an ostensibly "W hite" form of music as opposed to a 
"Black" fO lll1 of music li ke hip-hop. These accusations are most 
often countered, not by the argument that alti sti c expression should 
not have a co lour bar, but rather by the c laim that rock was invented 
by Afri can- Ameri ca ns and is thus authenti ca ll y " Black" music 
(Decurti s 1996; Louie 2004)7 

Authority over the relati ons of identity producti on is asselted by 
linking the inflexibility of a part icul ar phenotype to more fl ex ible 
aspects of identity that could potenti ally be ava ilable to any interested 
consumer. For example, AAVE is, in theOlY, a language that may be 
learned like any other form of speech, yet is conventionally restri cted 
to people of co lour. Clothing styles, musical forms, ritual s, and other 
cultural symbols are also linked to palii cular ethnic g roups. 

Yet the ti es between inflexible and fl ex ibl e identiti es are not 
a lways produced by ethni c communiti es: recent di scuss ions of 
homosexual identity have also built on the concept of an inflex ible 
(if not inborn) sexual orientation to argue that "butch" and "fenulle" 
lesbian identiti es are also not easil y cast on and off with simple 
wa rdrobe changes (Walker 2001: 10; cf. Hennessy 1995 : 15 1-1 52). 

Citizell ship or Citizens/lOp ? 
By arguing that thi s kind of essenti a li sm may be a way of 

reasselting control over the relati ons of identity production and thus 
a way of posing a challenge to the paradigm ofpost-Fordi st plasticity, 
I do not mean to ignore the ways it can be re-coml11odi fied by the 
marketing industly and co-opted by the post-Fordi st cornucopia of 
customized products and consumer choice (Hennessy 1995: 16 1; 
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Klein 2000: III ; Lancaster 2003:314-315). As Klein illustrates, 
countercultural movements are eagerly mined for their cutting-edge 
cool by corporate adve rtisers : the proclamation of ever more 
di stincti ve "sexual and racial identities ma[kes] for great brand­
content and niche-marketing strategies" (2000: III). 

An assessment of the pos itive results of thi s co-optation­
minorities achieving greater recognition and va lidation by the wider 
cultural system- and the negat ive results- the perpetuation of 
oppression as society may appear to be correcting inequalities without 
changing any fundamental structural or material systems of 
di stribution- is contrary to the theoretical orientation of this paper. 
The point of this paper is not to evaluate identity politics for its 
radical potential, but rather to show how and why it has been an 
effective mode of mobilization in North America. Here, its ease of 
co-optation is a measure of its inextricability from the post-Fordist 
capitalist economy. 

The post-Fordist mode of collectivity focuses on discourse, 
consumer choices, and identity because, as Rosemary Hennessy 
points out, "the proliferation of information technologies, media 
images , [and] codes ... in post-industrial cultures has helped to 
reconfigure bourgeois modes of perception in First World 
populations, producing subjects who are more differentiated and less 
likely to experience capitalism collectively through production 
relations and more likely to experience it through relations of 
consumption" (1995: 174). 

The brands-over-products, marketing-over-making paradigm was 
made possible by the decimation of the American manufacturing 
base and the outsourcing of stable jobs to temp agencies. This 
weakened (though, of course, not eliminated) the labour-based 
platform for social action, making other modes of organizing more 
salient and practicable. Thus even Judith Butler acknowledges, at 
the end of her defence of postmodernist deconstruct ions of the 
subject, in N0l1h America , " lobbying efforts are virtually impossible 
without recourse to identity politics" ( 1992 : 15) , and even Eric 
Hobsbawm, in his much-cited denunciation of identity politics, notes 
that "constituting oneself into an identity group" can be very 
effective , "especially in countries where pm1ies compete for votes" 
(1996:39). 
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Conclusion 
Identity-based socia l movements in North America both 

developed from and contributed to the post-Fordi st paradigm shift. 
As marginali zed groups began to protest their exclusion from the 
centres of power and production, the market capitalized on the 
diversifying consumer demands. As the manufacturing base was 
increasingly outsourced to the developing wo rld and as North 
America became an informati on and retail economy, identity became 
a more and more effective tool to access sca rce resources . As 
branding began to infiltrate all aspects of public and private identity, 
the mobili zation of sub-cultural capital became a way to reassel1 
control over the relations of production . As thi s new proliferation 
of di stinctive identiti es is repackaged and sold back to its producers, 
new fo rms of identity- based anti- corporate resistance are emerging. 

Throughout thi s tangled intertwining, one thing has remained 
constant : personal identity and its vast shadow, the corporate brand, 
ha ve the potential both to reap financial capital and to mobilize human 
capital. Identity capital is ventured in everything from business 
gambles to social protests, from making claims on the state to hooking 
corporate sponsors. To di smi ss identity politics , or to insist on the 
need to transcend it, therefore, is to ignore the integral role that 
id e ntity pla ys in a pos t-F o rdi st eco nomy characteri zed by 
employment instability and a brands-ove r-products paradigm. 
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Notes 

I See for example: Taylor 1994 ; Hennessy 1995; Hobsbawm 1996; 
Klein 2000; Ka uffman 200 1 [1 990]. These authors are not intended 
to be a representati ve sample; I si ngle these indi viduals out here 
because I draw on their wo rk elsewhere in thi s paper. 

1 For a di scuss ion of the di vergent trends in E urope and NOlih 
America, see Michae l Piore and Charles Sabel ( 1984: 133-1 67), Chri s 
Smi th ( 19 91 : 152- 153) , Pe te r No la n and Ka th y O ' D onn e ll 
( 199 1: 173) , and Hank Johnston, Enrique La rafi a, and Joseph R. 
Gusfield ( 1994:26-27). 

3 T he new production paradigm of "neo-Fordi sm" (Sabel 1982) or 
" fl ex ibl e spec ia li za ti on" (P iore & Sabel 1984) was hera lded by 
Charles Sabel and Michae l Piore in the ea rly 1980s. Their initi al 
definiti on (and optimisti c prognosti cation) has been substanti a ll y 
critiqued and reworked (S mith 199 1; Nolan & O 'Donnell 199 1; 
Aresti s & Paligini s 1995 ; K lein 2000; M31iin 1994) . In thi s paper I 
use the definiti on of "post-Ford ism" that is now commonly employed 
(for a detailed di scussion of the conceptual evoluti on of the term 
"post-Ford ism," see Kooistra 2005). 

4 50 Cent is an interesting case here, as well , s ince hi s popularity is 
in p31i due to Eminem 's efforts to finance and promote him during 
the early p31i of his ca reer. Eminem, as a hugely successful W hite 
rapper, is the exception that proves the rule- it is difficul t to think 
of any other fa mous White rappers, aside from the Beastie Boys and 
the perennial objects of rid icule, Vanilla Ice and Snow. White rappers 
must fi ght to be perceived as "authenti c" hip-hop arti sts and not just 
"wiggers" who pretend they are Black; many of Eminem 's lyrics 
focus on identi fy ing himself with Black rappers (e .g. Dr. Dre) and 
distingui shing himself from other White hip-hop and pop artists (e .g . 
N'Sync, Snow, Everl ast, Vanilla Ice, and Mil kbone) th rough insulting 
battle rhymes. 

5 T he re port defines "ar ti s ts" acco rdi ng to ni ne occupa ti on a l 
ca tegories: ( I) actors; (2) ali isans and craftspersons; (3) conductors, 
compose rs and arrangers ; (4) dancers; (5) musicians and singers; 
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(6) other performers; (7) painters, sculptors and other visual a rti sts; 
(8) produce rs , directors, choreographers, and related occupations; 
and (9) writers (Hill Strategies Resea rch 2005: 2). 

6 Kembrew McLeod (2001) argues that only celebrities are able to 
ga in control over the (re)procluction of the ir images , styles, and 
identiti es through the American " right of publicity" law and through 
their substantial personal wealth (224-225). I agree that thi s is true 
on a formal , institutional level, but propose that subcultural capital 
may provide conm1Unities with an informal set of intellectual propelty 
rights. 

7 See MalY Bucholtz's (\995) work on ethnic passing for fUlther 
discussion and illustration of how the borders of ethnic and gender 
identities are policed. 
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