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The American Council for Learned Societies (ACLS)    has undertaken to organize and administer
an international, interdisciplinary collaborative research network on “Official and Vernacular
Identifications in the Making of the Modern World,” in cooperation with research teams based in
several world areas.

The network consists of research teams in France, Russia, and Thailand/Yunnan (with an
associated team in China), which       themselves are made up of interlinked local working groups.   
The primary purpose of this infrastructure is to organize research -- to invite participation of
scholars whose ongoing or planned work concerns the topic of “Identifications” and to facilitate
communication among them, to hold meetings for planning research agendas (in 2001) and for
reviewing findings (in 2002), and to prepare contributions to the final conference at Yale
University in 2003.

Network activity (especially through the concluding conference) will provide an opportunity for
participant observation and comment on the potential utility of this model of modular, cross-area
research for future work.      The promise of this project lies not only in gaining substantive
knowledge concerning the cultural and historical dynamics of group identity, but also in the
development of new trans-regional research methods.

ACLS will    organize the network aspects of this project:  communication among teams (including
travel for representatives from each team to field meetings in the four fieldwork areas), and
dissemination of results through the summative conference and postings on the ACLS website.

I . A MBITI ON S  OF THE PR OJEC T/I MPA C T ON  THE FI ELD

We propose an interdisciplinary, cross-cultural, and transhistorical inquiry into the specific
question of how states and nations come to fix ethnic and national identifications in the modern
world, and how social groups contest, displace, negotiate, and meaningfully appropriate these
identifications from above.  As social scientists and historians examining a variety of cases and
sites, we consider how the problem of "identification" 1) describes a process that operates on
both the global and psychosocial level; 2) can be considered dialectically in the interaction and
slippage between identities imposed and identities lived and experienced; and 3) whose
genealogies reveal specific, historically deep, textually rich exemplars of a general set of
problems about identity in the making of the modern world.
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O ur  concer ns  w ith the making and unmaking of " modern"  identities f ocus es  on the pr oces s es  in
w hich identif ications  are nor matively cons tructed as  totalizing and exclus ive.  P ar adigmatic of  thes e
f or ms  of  identif ication is  the nation, unders tood as  both a political and anthr opological
categor y, a pr inciple of political legitimacy and an or ganizing f r amew or k of  collective member s hip.
This pr oject takes  nations  s er ious ly, not s imply as " invented"  or  " imagined"  member ship categor ies ,
but as  s tr uctur es of  s ocial and political belonging imposed by states  on diver s e, mobile, and
ethnically var ied populations .  But we do not s imply view s uch of f icial identif ications  as  ar bitrar y,
constr ucted, f or ms  of  hegemony.  We als o cons ider  the vernacular appr opr iations  of  state, national,
and ethnic identities  as categor ies  that may become deeply invested af fectively, and tr ans for med
violently.  The res ear ch or ganized by this  pr oject, mor eover , f ocus es  on nations , ethnic groups ,
tr ibes , r eligious identities , and other  f or ms  of  belonging that act as  alter natives  to the nation.

I ndeed, our hope is  that r es earch f r amed by this  propos al takes  s er iously alter native pos s ibilities  in
the making of  the moder n nation- s tate, and alter native w ays  of  thinking about the proces s  of 
identif ication its elf . Such alter natives  pr eceded the cr eation of  the moder n nation s tate and ar e
continually being cr eated in the moder n w or ld by pan- national f or ms  of  identity, dias por a, f low s  of 
immigr ation, and the institutions  and ideologies  of internationalis m. Des pite the s tr iking hegemony
of  the moder n, ter r itor ial nation- s tate ( each w ith a s tartlingly s imilar     f or mal    s ystem of  bur eaucr atic
adminis tr ation, minis tr ies , cour ts , taxation, ar med f or ces , and r epr es entation) , s uch f or ms ar e
challenged and s ubver ted both at the level of  daily pr actice and nor matively. F or  this  r eas on, w e
pr opos e initially to examine a tr io of  cas es, chos en to addr es s  ver y dif f er ent ins titutional s ettings  f or 
of f icial and ver nacular  identifications : f irs t ( Resear ch Theme #1) , the inclus ions  and exclus ions in
the making of  the moder n nation- s tate; s econd ( Res ear ch Theme #2) , the geogr aphies  of 
identif ication and belonging in poly-ethnic imper ial s ettings , and, thir d ( Res ear ch Theme #3) 
pr actices  of  of f icial and ver nacular  identifications  in settings w her e the usual f orms  of  sover eignty
ar e abs ent, w eak, or  multiple.

Th e pr in ciple u n der lyin g th es e appr oach es  is th at nar r atives  of  iden tity ar e con tin uou s ly in 
motion , despite th eir  protes tation s  of  deep, es s en tial lin eage, wh ich , of  cour s e, they pos it as 
n atur al an d n ecess ar y.  M oder n ity’ s  attempts at n ormative s tabiliz ation ar e, th er ef or e,
con tin u ou s ly being u n dermin ed by identif ication s  that ar e at r oot s itu ation al, if  n ot opposition al.
Bu t it als o n eeds to be obs er ved th at s tr ategically an d in s tr u men tally deployed identif ication s 
of ten  “s tick,” that is , th ey are accepted as af f ective mar ker s  of  gr ou p belongin g.

We imagine that scholar s committed to thes e guiding pr opos itions can examine clos ely and
compar atively a range of cas e studies w hich w ould br ing a new  conceptual clarity to the dialectical
pr oces s  in w hich gr ids  and class if icator y s ys tems  of  identif ication inter act w ith s ocial f lux, in w hich
of f icial nar r atives  help s hape alter native or  oppositional identif ications , and in which s ome
identif ications  wane w hile other s , once mar ginal, as s ume novel ins titutional f or ms .

I I .  R ES EA RC H THEMES 

Sum mar y: 

The s har ed concern that s hapes  our  common inquir y is  the under s tanding of  how of f icial and
ver nacular  identif ications  ar e es tablis hed, how  they come to have r es onance and f or ce in a s ociety,
and how  they inter act and conf lict w ith each other , pr oducing hybr id and unexpected f or ms  and
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expres s ions of  identity.  While the cas es  that w e will be examining ar e dis tinctive in many r es pects ,
w e believe that a s er ies of  s har ed thematic f r amew or ks  w ill f acilitate and illuminate the par allel
inquir ies .  The res ear ch themes developed her e thus s upplement the s ubtle and s ituated cas e s tudy
w ith a conceptual clar ity and analytical f ocus  that per mits  us  both to communicate and to add,
collectively, to a br oader  theor etical unders tanding of  pr oces s es  of  identif ications in the context of 
the moder n s tate s ys tem.  Each theme is  dialectically conceived: that is , each involves  the interplay
of  an of f icially pr omulgated identif ication, alw ays generated par tly in r es pons e to ver nacular 
under s tandings , and ver nacular  identif ications  w hich s ubver t, appr opr iate, oppos e and elabor ate
these of f icial identif ications .  I t is  unders tood, of  cour s e, that of f icial identif ications ar e alw ays 
gener ated par tly in r es pons e to ver nacular  under s tandings.  Br oadly conceived, thes e common
points  of  or ientation are:

Res ear ch Theme 1.       M ember s hip: I nclus ions  and Exclus ions    - -  the w ays  in which the nation s tate
comes  to def ine who is  a member/s ubject/citizen and w ho is  not and the inter relations hip betw een
these author ized identifications  w ith the changing ver nacular  practices and nor ms  of identif ication.

Res ear ch Theme 2.       G eogr aphies of  I dentif ication     - -  the w ays  in which off icial national identities 
ar e def ined by ter r itor y, landscape, cultur e, and rites , and how the nor ms  and pr actices  of popular 
f or ms  of  s patial identification inf lect these geographies of  power .

Res ear ch Theme 3.      P lacement and D isplacement    - -  the w ays  in which off icial ef f or ts  to 'fix'
populations in s pace [ their  r esidence, their movement, their  clas s if ication, their  pr oper ty]  encounter 
an inevitable f lux of  movement and identities  that cannot ever  be f ir mly codif ied.

1.       Membership:  Inclusions and Exclusions   

Official identifications mark the boundaries of collective identity -- juridical and political --
which the "nation-state" imposes on its members.  In this sense, the process of identification is
political: it entails the ability to define and distinguish by law insiders and outsiders, nationals
and foreigners, citizens and others.   But scholars of the "nation-state" have not always been
attentive to the genealogy of such official identifications.  Nor have they always been attentive to
the vernacular responses among “citizens” and “foreigners”.  This research theme examines the
official languages and discourses defining the nation, nationality, and citizenship.  In this, we are
interested in the problem of the nation as a category of social closure, of inclusion and exclusion
in the juridical and political spheres.  And it considers the ways in which foreigners, nationals,
and citizens take on such identities both in opposition to and collusion with official
identifications.

The last twenty years have seen a renewal of scholarly interest in these topics, impelled by the
dramatic changes in European labor markets, migratory patterns, and debates about citizenship
and its exclusions.  To the rise of far right-wing parties (France, Austria, northern Italy), the
intellectual left in Europe responded with a brand new scholarship about immigration,
nationality, and citizenship.  As a result, much work has been done on the late nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, the period of the nation-state's apogee, but only recently have social
scientists and historians begun to examine the problem of the "nation" and its alternatives in a
pre-modern world.  Part of the research focus of this group will look at these early or pre-modern
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identifications, as early as the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.  Studies might examine the
juridical bases of membership in the nascent monarchies of the sixteenth century or the
persistence of republican values and institutions at the heart of absolutist Europe.  A second, and
central focus of this group would focus on the historical process of      making     of modern
identifications: the constitution of a "modern" state apparatus and the invention of the "nation" as
a category of political legitimacy and popular sovereignty (in the eighteenth century), and the
formal definition of the rules of access to the collective membership in the nation-state (e.g.,
"nationality" codes in the nineteenth century).  We are thus interested in the ways in which states
have defined the boundaries of membership in the modern polity, a genealogy of the
"consecration of the citizen," to use Pierre Ronsenvallon's phrase.   Thus the nineteenth century
process in which democratic participation, grounded in the principle of national self-
determination, developed alongside the formalization of the rules and procedures of citizenship
and nationality.

But if identification is the process by which states and political elites create nation-states, it is
also dialectically that which individuals and social groups enact in the practices of daily life.
This first research focus will also consider the realization and articulation of identification from
below, and from outside, the normative definitions of "nationality" and "citizenship."  One
obvious area of research is the process by which foreigners and outsiders acquire nationality and
citizenship, a research problem at the intersection of a social history of migration and a legal
history of nationality law.  Other projects could include the study of social groups who do not fit
neatly under the state's categories, whose social identity disrupts the totalizing aspects of state
identifications  -- peoples such as the Roma.  In addition to considering the problem of official,
state identifications, we thus seek to explore the vernacular dimensions of the process, and
consider the definitions of membership as they are disrupted, and made meaningful, by social
groups who contest and redefine the formal identifications of states.

2.       G eogr aphies of  I dentif ication    

S patiality is  one of  the exis tential conditions  of  the national unit, and s ince the nineteenth centur y -- 
indeed, as  one of the conditions  of  moder nity its elf  - -  the nor m of  nations  was  to pos s es s  a dis tinct
and s ignif icant geogr aphical dimens ion that under lies  or  at least impinges  upon var ious  as pects  of 
an his tor ical exper ience and a s ocial cons titution.  But the " geogr aphy of  national identity"  s peaks 
not to the timeles s  mater ial objectivity that the non- anthr opological natur al envir onment would
s eem to r epr es ent.  Rather  it points  to the vir tually unlimited w ays  in w hich this  envir onment can be
s ubjectively inter pr eted and ass igned s ignificance.  Ef f ectively, nature and s pace ar e abs or bed into
and utilized by an ideology of  identity as  they ar e r ef r acted thr ough the ideological pr is m of  the
r es pective national imagination, even as  the nation's  ideology typically inver ts  the calculation by
as cribing an abs olute objectivity and f or mative influence to thes e geogr aphical f actor s .

The geogr aphy or  s patiality of  national identity may be appr oached thr ough an examination of  the
f ollow ing themes :

i)  Ter r itorialization of the national idea: the histor ical- ps ychological pr oces s  by w hich a por tion of 
ter ritor y is  appor tioned a s pecif ic signif icance as the native zone of  the group.  This  pr oces s  of 
ter ritor ialization can be examined as par t of  the state's identif ication of  a ter r itor y, in the
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development of  a ter r itor ial f or m of  administr ation.  But it can als o be examined as a s er ies  of 
r epres entations , an iconogr aphy of  homeland, in w hich a ser ies  of  char acter istic phys ical featur es  in
this zone ar e inves ted with s pecial meaning and value w ithin the f r amewor k of the r es pective
identity s tr ucture as  a w hole.  S uch iconographies  - -  maps , lands caping paintings , geogr aphical
manuals , but als o adminis tr ative s ur veys  of  ter r itor y -- w ould all be s ubjects  of  res ear ch.  While
s ome s cholar s  might examine the pr e- moder n iconogr aphies  of  the nation, w hich has  alr eady
pr oduced a f r uitful s cholar s hip ( H elger s on) , attention w ill be paid to the iconogr aphy of  the moder n
nation dur ing the nineteenth and tw entieth centur ies .

ii)  F ixing and negotiation of  boundaries : The his tor ical pr oces s of  terr itor ial identif ication
neces s ar ily r es ts on f ixing the geographical extent of  inter nal cohes ion and homogeneity, while
s imultaneous ly and contrar iw is e mar king dif fer ence.   Beginning in the later  eighteenth centur y,
s tates  began to demar cate and delimit their  ter r itor ial extens ions , and dur ing the nineteenth centur y
the idea of demarcation and " ter r itorial violations"  became par t of  the political r hetor ic of 
nationalis m.  Border  s tudies  can examine the development of  these pr oces s es  of  ter r itor ial
identif ication over  time.  S imultaneous ly, the s tudy of  bor der lands  permits  us  to examine the
dialectical pr oces s  of  identif ications , s ituating the norms  of  ter r itorial integr ity in the context of  local
cus toms , usages , and identities that both ignor e and make us e of s tate identif ications .

iii) Civilizations :  Recent s cholar s hip has  r etur ned us  to the idea of  es s entially cons tituted
civilizations , cover ing s pecif ic ter ritor ial extensions , on w hich boundar ies  violence is  inevitable
( H untington) .  This  r es ear ch topic challenges  s uch es s entialis t thinking, by looking at the w idely
diver gent ways  in w hich zones  of  cultur e and civilization have been iconogr aphically and textually
conceived.  The def inition of continents , of  civilizations , of  cultures , and their  ter r itor ial extens ions 
is  an es s ential par t of  the pr oces s  of  ter r itor ial identif ications , and thr ough cas e s tudies  w e will be
examining both off icial mappings  of  human dif f er ence and diver s ity, and the lived, daily exper ience
of  individuals  and s ocial gr oups  on the bor der lands of  civilizations  and cultur es  w hos e ow n
identif ications  dis r upt s uch nor mative clas sif ications .

3.      P lacement and D isplacement   

S edentar ization, as  the attempt to s ettle migr ator y peoples  per manently, is  per haps  the oldes t and
mos t continuous  pr oject of  s tates .  But moder n s tate- making pr ojects  produce a unique mode of 
s edentar ization, a pr oject of  spatial and political identif ication.  The attempt to locate, f ix, identify,
or der , and monitor  population, pr operty, and exchange is  the pr oject of colonial, national, and pos t- 
colonial s tates  alike.

Thus, f or  example, anthropologis ts  and his tor ians  have long s tudied the pr oces s es  in w hich colonial
s tates  identif ied populations  as  'tr ibes ', cons tituted them as  adminis tr ative units , and ( not always ) 
s ucces s f ully pr oduced s tate s ubjects  thr ough cens uses , mapping, cadas tral s urveys , and other 
adminis tr ative means .  But peoples  entangled in both colonial and Eur opean s tate pr ojects  of
s edentar ization have always  es caped thes e f or ms  of  identif ication thr ough movement.  N omadic and
s emi- nomadic populations pr es ented peculiar  pr oblems  in ter ms  of pow er  holders , w ith w hom,
his tor ically, they w er e of ten in intimate r elation ( e.g. as  the cor e of the ar my; as a s ource of 
dynas ties  es tablis hed after  over thr owing their  pr edeces s or s ; in complex r egional alliances  and
f actions  etc.)    But other  kinds  of  subject populations  have r emained mobile f ugitives  f r om s uch
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of f icial identif ications, and for  a wide variety of r eas ons .  V agr ants  and the mobile poor , f or 
example, escaped the contr ol of the state.  The geogr aphical peripher y ( mountains , mar s hes ) br ed
populations w ho es caped the attempts  to " place"  and pr es cr ibe s edentar ization, but who w er e of ten
car rier s  of the values  and technologies  of  moder nity ( P ollar d) .  P as toral nomads  or  gyps ies w er e not
eas ily identif ied, w hile migr ator y trader s  and lar ger  populations  of  mobile labor er s dis r upted the
nor mative ideal of  autochthony, an ideology f r equently at the cor e of  moder n s tate pr ojects of 
s edentar ization.

I n the pr oject of moder nity, then, s tates  attempt to place and identif y mobile populations ,
immigr ants , f ugitives , and other s .   I n the of f icial s tate r epr es entation, s uch people and s paces ar e
f r equently glos s ed as  bar bar ians  and hence the pr oject of domes ticating and incor porating them
becomes  a 'civilizing proces s .'  The of f icial s tor y, then, is  one of  a lar gely beneficent and voluntar y
incor por ation into a w ider , r efined, and higher  cultur al or der .  But the ver nacular  identification in
this dialectic r es ts  on the f act that mobile, illegible peoples , are likely to as s er t both identities  and
pr actices  that are counter - hegemonic.  I n s ome cas es , s uch mobile peoples  ar e continually being
new ly generated as  a cons equence of  state action ( e.g. r unaw ay ser f s  w ho became the Cos s acks ,
des er ter s  and thos e r uined by taxes  who f lee to the f r ontier ) .  I n other  cas es , popular  cultur al f or ms 
linked to movement and dis placement give voice to ver nacular  identif ications  of  individuals and
s ocial gr oups  caught in the f luctuations  of  dif f er ent national and r egional economies , concepts  of 
s tate, citizens hip and identity. The cons titution of  ver nacular  dis cours es , for ms , and s paces  in
r eaction to s tate pr ojects  of  identification in turn ar e s een as deeply tr oubling and thr eatening.

The s ucces s of  s uch moder n pr ojects  cr eates  new  kinds  of  nomads , s ometimes  deliber ately, by
policy ( the r ecr uitment of  a labor  f or ce) , sometimes  not. They dr ive mas s ive movements  of 
populations that no contr ols  s eem able to r egulate and that have major  unintended cons equences .
Rur al- ur ban movement in M or occo, A lger ia, Tur key, Egypt, I r aq, linked to complex economic and
political changes, thr eaten in dif f erent w ays  the whole notion of  'the ur ban', 'the civilized', the 'city'
its elf . A nd s o too the movement f r om the s outher n and easter n M editer r anean to the nor ther n and
w es ter n, w her e debates  about f or eign " invas ion"  ( often of r acially and ethnically dis tinct gr oups)  ar e
s haped by cultur al expectations of  s edentar ization and placement.

In sum, the Collaborative Research Network on “Official and Vernacular Identifications in
the Making of the Modern world” revises current thinking about "identity" by substituting the
concept of "identifications” and by recognizing that group identities are dynamic processes that
implicate both official and vernacular definitions of membership, criteria of inclusion and
exclusion, and modes of legitimating the placement and displacement of populations.

III. NETWORK STRUCTURE

The network is designed to stimulate and coordinate an interdisciplinary, international,
collegially organized set of research collaborations on the historical-cultural contexts of
transformations in group identity in several world areas.  ACLS has undertaken to act as
secretariat to coordinate network activities (meetings for inter-team communication, summative
conference, dissemination) and to administer funds.

France/Martinique
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Team coordinators:
Peter Sahlins   , Professor of History, UC Berkeley
Laurent Dubois,    Assistant Professor of History, Michigan State University

Thailand/Yunnan
Team coordinators:
James C. Scott   , Professor of Political Science/Anthropology, Yale
Janet Sturgeon    , Centre for East and SE Asian Studies, Lund University
Chayan Vaddhanaphuti   , Director, Ethnic Studies Network, Chiang Mai, Thailand
Xu Jianchu    , Director, Center for Biodiversity and Indigenous Knowledge, Kunming

Russia
Team coordinators
Ronald Grigor Suny    , Professor of Political Science, University of Chicago
Marietta Stepaniants   , Director of the Institute of Oriental Philosophy, Moscow

[A team of researchers working in China will be associated with this network.  They will work
most closely with the Thailand/Yunnan team, but will also take part in the scheduled network
meetings.]

Western China
Team coordinators
Dru Gladney    , Professor of Anthropology, University of Hawaii
Yang Shengmin    , Dean of the Ethnological Research Department,

Central Nationalities University, Beijing
Although each team is area-based, the project’s innovative modular structure is intended to
allow analysis of findings comparatively across nations and cultures, and historically through
defining moments of prior constitutive development.  Methods to be employed span an
interdisciplinary range from anthropological fieldwork to archival research, all conducted in
close cooperation with local researchers and institutions.

The teams’ research programs could stand alone as independent research projects, whose
findings could be compared externally by team members or by outside observers.  What makes
this project different from a serial set of research projects conducted under an umbrella of
common themes is their planned interaction throughout the stages of active fieldwork,
write up, and dissemination.  The role of ACLS is to organize this inter-team communication
and assure that it is as effective and efficient as possible.

The network structure is designed to facilitate communication both within each team and among
teams.  Within teams priorities include sustained working relationships of US and regional
researchers, interdisciplinarity, openness to new participants and to sharing of information with
scholars who are interested in following the work but not necessarily themselves full participants
in the ongoing archival investigations or fieldwork.

Each team is to consist of working groups investigating specific topics relevant to the team’s
research agenda.  The agenda, the formation of groups, and how their interim objectives fit into
the team’s overall workplan are to be discussed at regularly scheduled meetings. There will be
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three principal meetings of each team.  The first, to set the overall research agenda, and to
identify and coordinate the fieldwork of sub-groups, will take place in June-July of 2001.  The
second meeting, to review interim results and to coordinate the analysis and write-up, will take
place the following summer (2002).  Each of these meetings (two for each area-based team) will
be organized in a field location by the coordinators of that team.  They will be scheduled in such
a way (succeeding each other in time) so as to make it possible for representatives of each team
to visit other meetings.  This will facilitate the flow of information from team to team, and enrich
each research agenda through comparative reference.

The final meeting will bring together all area-based teams at Yale University’s Center for
International and Area Studies in 2003 for presentation of findings, for a continuation of the
comparative analysis conducted during the period of active research, and for a discussion of the
relevance of this sort of international, interdisciplinary collaborative effort for the work of others.

Overall goals of the Collaborative Research Network on “Identifications”

The goals of this project are of two distinct kinds -- substantive results of research and
development of new mechanisms for international, interdisciplinary, collegially organized
collaborative research.  In particular, we plan:

• To establish new conceptual categories for the field of identity studies. Since landmark work
such as Benedict Anderson’s and Hobsbawm/Ranger’s in the 1980s, the field has
fragmented, pulled apart by the competing claims of psychoanalytic and literary discourses.
It has become increasingly removed from the real world experiences of sovereign states and
subject populations.

• To develop a new model of modular, interactive structure for research planning, fieldwork,
and dissemination.

• To strengthen the capacity of local institutions and informal research communities for
sustained cooperation with colleagues in other parts of the world.


