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Introduction

The host of crises that are ravaging Western society – the refugee crisis, 
climate crisis, food crisis – has been met not with a coming together in 
political action, but with a profound crisis of politics. This crisis is expressed 
in increasingly vitriolic and personal political debates, partisan animosity, 
and an inability in reaching political consensus, resulting in stalemates and 
locked-down politics. The crisis – whose most visible expressions are Brexit, 
Donald Trump’s presidency, and the surge of ethnonationalist and populist 
parties across the Western world – furthermore seems to be taking place 
with a corresponding social coming apart: fragmentation, polarization, 
and de-diversification, as self-segregating splits and tears our social fabric 
(Putnam 2001, 2016; Fukuyama 2017). Political disagreement increasingly 
translates into a struggle between cherished ways of life, as left and right dif-
fer in where they want to live, the kind of people they want to live around, 
and even whom they would welcome into their families (Center 2014).

Explanations for this shift toward polarization and hardened political 
climate have recently focused on the role of digital technology and social 
media (e.g. Jasny 2017; Mocanu et al. 2015; Bessi et al. 2015). This research 
highlights the ways digital media allows users to cluster together with the 
like-minded, thus affording the formation of online tribes that comfort with 
reaffirmation and protect from disagreement (Garrett 2009). These “echo 
chambers” are argued to reinforce existing perspective and foster confirma-
tion biases (e.g. Törnberg 2018b) while being technologically supported by 
“filter bubbles” that help limit exposure to competing ideas (Pariser 2011). 
This emphasis on the impact of new social technologies, however, begs 
the question of why technology has taken this trajectory, and whether it is 
indeed the causal driver, or rather an expression, of on-going polarization 
processes (Boxell et al. 2017).

This chapter argues that we need to zoom out if we are to understand the 
current crisis of politics. The crisis has its roots in socioeconomic processes 
that began long before both the advent of social media and the current divi-
sive politics. The chapter brings together strands of contemporary political 
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science, social psychology, and literature on the post-Fordist regime of accu-
mulation, to argue that the transition in political dynamics is an expres-
sion of transformations in underlying socioeconomic structures. The current 
era of political polarization is the product of changing economic pressures, 
which shifted the dynamics of identity from a homogenizing modernity of 
mass-consumption, to an accumulation regime that consumes and produces 
difference. The fragmenting aspects of social media are a product of this 
regime of accumulation, rather than its cause.

The Crisis of Politics as a Crisis of Identity

The way we tend to understand politics is as a process in which voters 
through rational deliberation come to a set of policy preferences. The vot-
ers select the party to belong to according to whose policy preferences are 
most similar to their own. These parties will thus naturally attempt to 
increase their chances of being elected by adapting their policies to their 
voters’ preferences (Enelow and Hinich 1984). So, the process, in this view 
on democracy, passes from rational debate, to policy preference, to the 
election of a party.

This “folk theory” of politics has however come increasingly under fire in 
recent years. As Achen and Bartel (2017) argue in a recent influential book, 
there is little empirical support for this view of the political process. There is 
in fact little evidence for any of the steps in the suggested process.

First, voters are too poorly informed about policy to form preferences 
on different matters. As Carpini and Keeter (1996) note in summarizing a 
broad number of studies on public knowledge about policy: “large numbers 
of American citizens are woefully underinformed and that overall levels of 
knowledge are modest at best” (p. 270). To the extent that voters indeed 
have policy preferences, these tend to be very weak and highly sensitive 
to, for instance, the specific framing. For example, Mueller (1994) show 
that weeks before the 1991 Gulf War, almost two-thirds of Americans were 
willing to “use military force,” fewer than 50% were willing to “engage in 
combat,” and fewer than 30% were willing to “go to war.” The positions 
on their own are not only weak and far between, they also do not come 
together to a coherent ideological position; as Converse (2006) argues, the 
overwhelming majority of Americans lack coherent liberal or conservative 
ideologies, with only “about 17 percent of the public could both assign 
the terms ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ correctly to the parties and say some-
thing sensible about what the terms meant” (Converse 2006). The internally 
coherent frameworks within which politicians operate are foreign to most 
voters, who cannot be assigned to a consistent ideological position.

Voters not only lack policy preferences themselves but also tend to be 
unaware of the policy preferences of the competing parties, making it hard 
for them to choose a party even if they would have policy preferences (Achen 
and Bartels 2017). This is not replaced by an after-the-fact evaluation of 
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political performance: to the extent that individuals are aware of the perfor-
mance of a politician, they tend to only recall the past few months, rather 
than assessing the full term of office. Their evaluation of performance is 
also not limited to factors for which the politician can be said to have any 
control. Achen and Bartel (2017) use the example of a number of fatal shark 
attacks around the beaches of New Jersey in the summer of 1916, which 
they show led to a 10% swing against Woodrow Wilson in the presidential 
election later that year – despite his obvious lack of involvement in these 
attacks. This type of external factors beyond the control of politicians, like 
earthquakes, droughts, and floods, often lead to voters placing the blame on 
whomever happens to be in power.

The conclusion that is increasingly drawn from this, and a growing 
strand of political scientific evidence, is the rebuttal of the rational view 
of politics, requiring an alternative foundation for the motivations behind 
political behavior.

Turning the Causal Arrow

As a result of research like this, recent political science has increasingly 
come to turn the causal arrow of the folk narrative of politics. This research 
implies that we do not choose our policy opinions on the basis of arguments 
but that we form our arguments on the basis of our opinion – and we do 
not choose party on the basis of our opinion but rather alter our opinion 
according to our party.

Identity in general, and partisan identity in particular, is increasingly 
seen as the central foundation and driver of political opinions (Chua 2018). 
Fundamental group identities are what produces partisan loyalty, while for 
swing voters, the choice of party tends to be highly arbitrary, and often 
determined by personal experiences or external events. As Achen and Bartels 
(2017) explain,

Decades of social-scientific evidence show that voting behavior is pri-
marily a product of inherited partisan loyalties, social identities and 
symbolic attachments. Over time, engaged citizens may construct policy 
preferences and ideologies that rationalize their choices, but those issues 
are seldom fundamental.

That policy opinion shift according to party, rather than the other way 
around, can be seen for instance in the rapid change in the net favorabil-
ity of Vladimir Putin, following the primary and presidential election of 
Donald Trump. From July 2014 to December 2016, Putin’s favorability 
rating went from −54 to −62, among Democrats, while it went from −66 
to −10, for Republicans – ending up higher than that of Barack Obama 
(Economist/Yougov 2016). While such a transition is clearly the result of 
voters following their party leaders, voters generally do not notice that this 
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is happening, preferring to believe that their political views have a solid, 
rational foundation (Mason 2018).

This new view on politics downgrades the role of discussions and argu-
ments from being the rational foundation of political life, to a more modest 
role. As arguments are post hoc constructions following from opinions that 
in turn come from identities, debates are not so much a way of finding the 
right answer as it is to showcase one’s belonging to an in-group. This is 
particularly the case when we’re dealing with questions that could threaten 
our tribe or our social standing within it. In such cases, reasoning turns into 
rationalizing, in which our arguments are not produced so much by rational 
decision-making, but rather as a form of public relations (Kahan 2017). We 
choose opinions to signal values: “It’s not what you say about the issues; it’s 
what the issues say about you” (Schmitt 2004).

Such rationalizing of views has been an important focus in recent years of 
social psychology and political science research, emphasizing how our identity 
affects our cognition through various mechanisms. For instance, “confirma-
tion bias,” “deductive,” and “motivated reasoning” – in which our objective 
judgment and our rationality are affected by our identities and interests, and 
the “backfire effect” –- in which an argument against our position causes 
us not to loosen our view, but to dig in and strengthen it (Nickerson 1998; 
Johnson-Laird 2006; Kahan 2015, 2012; Wood and Porter 2016).

This type of “Identity-Protective Cognition” (Kahan 2017) is a way to 
avoid dissonance and estrangement from one’s social group, by subcon-
sciously resisting information that threatens their defining values. These 
types of beliefs are merely another attribute that constitutes one’s associa-
tion to a social group. Our beliefs tell us who we are, and attacks against 
our beliefs can therefore constitute threats against our social identities, acti-
vating deep-running psychological defenses. In fact, arguments against our 
“cherished beliefs” (Dawson et al. 2002) have been shown to activate the 
same neural paths as the threat of physical violence (Kaplan et al. 2016). 
Sampasivam et al. (2016) found that when people’s group identity is threat-
ened, they secrete higher levels of cortisol in their saliva, indicating stress.

This is in a way not surprising: having our opinions questioned means hav-
ing our link to our social group challenged, and in the era during which our 
brains evolved, losing that link would mean a risk as real as a physical threat. 
This is the reason why protecting our idea of who we are, and our relationships 
with people we trust, is one of our most important psychological imperatives.

As a result, this branch of research argues, change in opinions follow 
not from convincing rational arguments, but are more readily the result of 
activating identities. Ample research has shown that even gentle, isolated 
reminders of one’s identity can have significant effect on voting behavior. 
Take Ryan Enos’s (2014) study, in which Spanish-speaking confederates 
were randomly assigned to be inserted, for few days, into the daily rou-
tines of unknowing Anglo-whites living in homogeneous communities in 
the United States. The result was a significant shift toward exclusionary 
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attitudes among treated subjects, showing that even very subtle activation of 
in-group identity can result in strong shifts in policy preferences.

In another study illustrating similar effects, Craig and Richeson (2016) 
asked one group of white political independents if they knew that California 
would soon have more nonwhite residents than white residents, and another 
group of if they had heard that Hispanics had become roughly equal in 
number to Blacks nationally (a fact that did not activate White identity 
anxieties). The former group saw a significant shift in political leaning, with 
an 11-point increase in Republican support.

In cases like these, rational arguments are clearly not the cause for the 
radical shift in opinions, and the shifts are in general difficult to understand 
through the “folk theory” of democracy. However, the shifts make perfect 
sense under a group identity theory of politics according to which elections 
have never really been about ideas, but rather about questions of group and 
identity.

This new view of politics is coming to the surface with the current crisis 
of politics. This growing strand of political science research thus shows us 
that this crisis is in fact a crisis of identity. It is not a result of diverging 
opinions, following from the rational exchange of arguments, but rather a 
crisis of strengthening and increasingly overlapping identities. This calls for 
looking at the research on the dynamics of group identity, and what factors 
produce such a strengthening of outgroup prejudice.

The Dynamics of Identity: Centrifugal and Centripetal Forces

Decades of social-psychological research have shown group prejudice to 
balance between integrative and separating forces, implying a constant risk 
for groups spiraling into polarization and conflict.

Early social-psychological research had its roots in the study of the 
development of group identification and group conflict, in particular from 
Muzafer Sherif’s (1961) Robber’s Cave experiment. This experiment took 
place in Robbers Cave State Park in the summer of 1954. The social psy-
chologist Muzafer Sherif recruited 22 fifth-grade boys and sent them to two 
adjacent campsites. The boys were all white, protestant, and middle class 
and were divided into two equal-sized groups. During the first week, the 
groups were kept separate as the kids got to know each other, coming to 
form a sense of being a group. They took to calling themselves “the Eagles” 
and “the Rattlers,” respectively. The second week, they learned of the other 
teams’ existence. While not yet having seen the other team, the boys imme-
diately began to refer to the others as the “outsiders,” or “intruders.” As 
the experimenters arranged a baseball tournament between the groups, the 
teams took to name-calling: “pigs,” “bums,” and “dirty shirts.” Following 
this, the relations between the teams quickly degraded: the Eagles burned 
the Rattlers’ flag. In retaliation, the Rattlers raided the Eagles’ cabin, to 
which Eagles retaliated in kind.



﻿Identity and Political Polarization in Post-Industrial Capitalism  139

Throughout this experiment, the boys were subjected to various tests. 
These showed a rapid deterioration in their ability to even judge objective 
reality: when asked to estimate how many beans were in a bag, the boys 
estimated more beans for the bags collected by their teammates than by the 
opposing team.

After about 2 weeks, both teams started to collect weapons to use in 
combat – sticks and rocks – and fistfights broke out between the groups. 
The experimenters increasingly felt that they had lost control of their 
experiment and were forced to stop the interaction to prevent serious 
injuries.

This radical experiment sparked a period of intense research in social 
psychology, under the label of the “minimal group paradigm” (Diehl 1990; 
Tajfel and Turner 1979; Tajfel 1974). Researchers competed in separat-
ing individuals into groups with the most banal excuse, “which abstract 
expressionist do you prefer – Klee or Kandinsky?”, and watched the groups 
deteriorate into conflict and polarization (Tajfel 1970).

The conclusion from the decades of research within this paradigm was 
that if individuals have a choice, they will tend to self-segregate: form groups 
on the basis of who they are most similar to. As Gordon Allport described 
in (1954), people automatically tend to spend time with people like them-
selves, as “it requires less effort to deal with people who have similar pre-
suppositions” (p. 17). The groups that form as a result of this preference 
will over time tend to grow into social identities.

This literature of social-psychological research also shows how this group 
formation dynamics links to opinion formation and polarization. The main 
take-away is that homogeneous group tend to grow more extreme over time in 
their views and opinions. Marylin Brewer (1991) argues that this is the result 
of two competing social needs; we strive for both inclusion and differentiation 
(Leonardelli et al. 2010). By adopting a position slightly more extreme than the 
group average, we fulfill both these needs simultaneously, making it a safe way 
to stand out from the crowd, while conforming to the group view. Since others 
in the group will tend to do the same, like-minded groups tend to exhibit a self-
reinforcing polarization feedback. Heterogeneous groups effectively restrain 
these tendencies as we want to avoid coming off as excessive, as this may alien-
ate parts of the group.

This research thus seems to imply that, left to our own devices, humans 
have a natural tendency for self-segregation and group formation, resulting 
in increasing polarization and social conflict. Luckily, this is not the entire 
story, as there also exist counter-acting forces to this dynamic – foremost 
among which is what is referred to as Contact Theory.

Centripetal Force of Identity: Contact Theory

Contact theory goes back to the work of Gordon Allport (1954) who 
argued that interaction between groups can reduce group separation and 
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prejudice, given the right condition. Contact theory has since garnered 
significant research backing, and is so well-accepted as to have formed 
the scientific foundation for the 1954 Supreme Court decision Brown v. 
Board of Education to end segregation. The theory is often understood 
simply as that interaction integrates, but the conditions that Allport stipu-
lated are in fact both specific and difficult to meet. For it to be effective, 
contact needs to meet four conditions: it needs to occur (1) among groups 
of equal status who (2) have common goals, (3) are not in competition, 
and (4) have the support of relevant authorities (Allport 1954). In the 
absence of these necessary conditions, the opposite effect is likely. For 
instance, writing about White Christian Americans living in cities with 
large numbers of Blacks and Jews, “such evidence as we have clearly indi-
cates that such contact does not dispel prejudice; it seems more likely to 
increase it” (Allport 1954). However, when groups meet in the presence 
of intergroup friendships, the absence of anxiety, and in the presence of 
empathy, group boundaries can start to dissolve. Even indirect contact, 
such as exposure via mass media, can under certain circumstances reduce 
prejudice between groups.

This research again finds perhaps its most compelling story in Muzafer 
Sherif’s (1961) Robbers Cave experiment. After the interaction between the 
groups had been stopped during the third week in order to prevent violence, 
Sherif went on to try to repair the feelings between the groups. He first tried 
to create various get-together activities with both groups, such as movie 
night or fire crackers for 4th of July, but these just resulted in hardening 
the tensions, with additional fights breaking out. Sherif then created vari-
ous challenges that forced the groups to work together, for example claim-
ing that the water line had broken and that the children needed to work 
together to repair it if they were to get water. After a number of such tasks, 
including using a tug-of-war rope to free the seemingly stuck-in-mud food 
truck, tensions between the groups started to wane. On the last day, when 
the Rattlers got the five dollars that they had previously won in the baseball 
game, they spontaneously decided to use it to buy malt milks for all the boys 
from both groups – a rather adorable illustration of the power of Contact 
Theory to meld group differences.

These two strands of research, Minimal Group Paradigm and Contact 
Theory, seem to imply that the formation of group identities balances 
between two counter-acting forces: a natural tendency to self-segregate to 
form polarizing groups, and a capacity to come together when forced to meet 
under common challenges. This implies that the crisis of identity plaguing 
contemporary society may have its roots in a change in the structure of how 
we work together, and how and when we interact. This motivates looking 
toward the Regulation School literature on the large-scale transformations 
of the socioeconomic regime that set the conditions of modern society; more 
specifically the transition from the 1970s onward, from a Fordist regime of 
accumulation and its associated high modernist culture, to a post-Fordist 
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regime with an associated postmodern cultural framework (Gartman 1998). 
This is the topic toward which we now turn.

Homogenization and the Fordist Mass-Society

The high modernist society of the Fordist industrial era was organized around 
mass-production: its solid and static machinery provided a mechanistic and 
functionalist epistemological site on which a world and world-view grew 
in the image of its foundation (Bauman 2013; Aglietta 2000). This was a 
modernity characterized by heavy machinery, large and solid structure, and 
stable immobility. The aim of this great sociotechnical machinery, that per-
meated high modernity, was efficient economy of scale: a mass-production 
for a mass-market of mass-individuality.

This modernity achieved its efficiency by suppressing individuality, 
homogenizing and reducing its subjects to cogs in the machinery of pro-
duction. For the function of this sociotechnical machinery, its human 
components had to adapt to the machinery, and become slaves and fol-
lowers of its pace and rhythm. As any deviation meant a threat, their 
humanity had to be stripped – shaping them into cogs and wheels that 
could fit the factory of which they were part – reducing human activities 
to simple predesigned moves meant to be followed as mechanically as 
the machine they served, holding all spontaneity and individual initiative 
off limits.

Its threat and enemy were the anomalies of the unexpected and the devi-
ant, risking disruption to the fragile functioning of the machinery. The 
creativity and autonomy of the individual was a risk to its order and func-
tion; any deviation must be suppressed for the efficient functioning of the 
machine. Identities and subcultures, and their associated anxieties, had to be 
kept at bay for the sake of efficiency of production; a cog is a cog, whether 
Protestant or Catholic, Latino, or Black.

Upon this economic structure, the social order tasked in priming the 
pumps and oiling the machinery similarly came to grow into its imagery, 
bureaucracy in which identities and social bonds were left upon entry, so 
that the social machinery could be run undisturbed by human individual-
ity (Riggs 1997). It was a human machinery, as rule-bound, precise, and 
rational as its steel counterpart.

This homogenizing force was not only indicative of Fordist produc-
tion but also of its consumption: mass-production required a correspond-
ing mode of mass-consumption to distribute and consume all of the goods 
pouring off specialized machines and assembly lines. The solid structures of 
unchanging machines characteristic of Fordist production relied on a mass-
market for standardized goods. While these mass-produced and standard-
ized products could be artificially and superficially differentiated, the system 
required everyone to want basically the same things. This shaped an era of 
mass-individuality in which consumers chose from products superficially 
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differentiated by aesthetics and accessories (Gartman 2004; Horkheimer 
et al. 2002).

The Fordist machinery existed within, and was enabled by, the larger 
structure of the nation state, which was necessary as a boundary that ena-
bled the solution of the coordination problems and conflicts inherent in 
capitalist production (Dunford 2000). The nation state functioned as a safe-
guard, allowing coordination between capitalists to enable the formation of 
a link between worker salaries in individual factories and overall increas-
ing consumer purchasing power. These salary increases were furthermore 
necessitated by the need to quell the flames of workers’ discontent fueled 
by the new and more intensely exploitative production methods (Raff and 
Summers 1987). In return for the Five Dollar Day, Ford demanded not only 
workers acquiescence to the dehumanizing conditions of mass-production 
but also stable home life centered on the consumption that made them 
dependent on their high-paying jobs (Meyer 1981). The daily five dollars 
were about half pay and half bonus, with the bonus hinging on a number 
of character requirements enforced by the Socialization Organization, who 
would perform home visits in which they ensured that things were done the 
“American way,” e.g. speaking English, avoiding gambling and drinking.

But, in a way, these oppressive infringements of individuality, generally 
applied without regard to e.g. race and gender, also to a certain extent meant 
a forging together of group differences. The emphasis of scale and demand 
of subordination to the machinery resulted in a homogeneity that was also 
a coming together. The mass-production machinery had little interest in 
the racial sensitivities of its laborers, or even of its owners: while Henry 
Ford himself is well known to have been a Nazi sympathizer, his factories 
employed black workers. It was simply the profitable thing to do.

This forced coming together was not limited to industrial production: the 
same emphasis on scale and mass existed within every part of society – the 
military, education, and public projects were all permeated by the industrial 
epistemological model.

The military, for instance, is the quintessential example of inter-
group contact, forcing a coming together under a common goal. The 
Army is stuck between the competing interests to expand its recruitment 
base, and the notion that morale is damaged by soldiers having to fight 
alongside people who are different from themselves. During the 20th 
century, the former goal was generally given precedence. This had two 
main results. First, to reduce the effects on troop morale, the Army had 
to work to break down social barriers to efficient teamwork between 
diverse soldiers, effectively implying waging an internal war on preju-
dice. While plenty of individuals in the Army may have fought de-segre-
gation tooth and nail, it became the institutional interest of the military 
to support racial unity. Secondly, the Army’s concern with the effects of 
racial integration on troop morale meant that multiple studies were car-
ried out to evaluate its effects. These studies in fact became one of the 
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main empirical sources for Contact Theory. In one such study, 62% of 
white soldiers in segregated units said they would dislike the idea of serv-
ing in semi-integrated units, whereas only 7% of white soldiers currently 
serving in semi-integrated units reported being dissatisfied (Williams Jr 
1947). Results like these not only support the broader idea of intergroup 
contact reducing prejudice but also illustrate specifically the role of the 
military in the Fordist era as a social infrastructure serving to strengthen 
the social fabric that held together a diverse democracy (boyd 2018).

The era of industrial production was thus a mass-society, oppressive in 
its imposed homogeneity and conformity, with a blatant disregard of indi-
viduals’ preferences and particularities, both as consumers and producers. 
At the same time, this homogenization forced a coming together by fulfill-
ing the requirement for intergroup contact, as workers, soldiers, students, 
and citizens had (1) in some sense, equal status as expendable cogs in a 
larger machinery, (2) the common goal of an efficient and smooth-running 
industrial machinery, (3) in which no competition between cogs were per-
mitted, as (4) their coming together was in the economic interest of relevant 
authorities.

This was certainly not an easy or frictionless process, but one full of 
racial anxieties, violence, resistance, and conflict. Black workers coming to 
Detroit attracted by well-paid factory work brought to bear powerful racial 
tensions, at times with violent expressions, such as in the 1967 Detroit race 
riots. The level of racism and cultural conflicts of this era must not be for-
gotten or left out of the story.

But at the same time, the image the United States had of itself in the era – 
from the post-war to the 1970s – was as a nation that was coming together 
– religiously, racially, politically, and economically. Communities became 
more politically integrated, and the nation was converging economically, as 
wages in different regions of the country started to converge. The civil rights 
movement, de-segregation of schools, empowerment of women, and so on 
tell a story of diverse groups coming together as a nation. The question of 
this is still the path on which we are, or whether the politics of polarization 
signify a worrying change of direction.

Post-Fordism and Postmodernity: Or How We Learned to 
Market Difference

The era of industrial mass-production and a corresponding high modern-
ist society came to an end, or at least into a process of transformation, 
as entangled tensions and paradoxes pushed this modernity to turn upon 
itself (Beck 1992). The very immobility of workers and machinery that were 
necessary for Fordist production becomes too much of an impediment to 
modernity’s constant need for transformation.

This transition was simultaneously cultural and economic, as a new 
regime of production drove and was driven by a rise of a diversity and 
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fragmentation of the mass-market, and an associated escalation in demand 
for product diversity, each group requiring different goods to express its 
unique identity (Hall and Jacques 1989; Hebdige 1994; Amin 1994). This 
demand stimulated the development of a new production regime, aimed at 
economies of scope rather than of scale.

This meant the restructuring of production toward automation and digi-
talization, replacing mass-production with flexible specialization, allowing 
quick adaptation of output (Mort 1989; Murray 1989). This necessitated 
new strategies for organization of work teams and processes. Production 
was increasingly organized in work processes emphasizing flexibility and 
innovativity rather than efficiency: small, specialized work teams organized 
through “lean production,” “flexible specialization,” and a host of itera-
tive and recursive pre-packaged processes tailored for specific production 
requirements (Sutherland and Sutherland 2014).

The aim and focus of these production processes differed from those of 
their predecessors: as they operated in an economy that was “increasingly 
characterized by diversity, differentiation and fragmentation, rather than 
homogeneity, standardization and the economics and organization of scale 
which characterized modern mass society” (Hall and Jacques 1989, 11), 
the emphasis was not on efficiency, but on innovation as the central value 
from which all else derived (Lane 2016). This drove new criteria for success: 
post-Fordism aimed not at totalitarian homogenization of workers into a 
coherent sociotechnical machinery, but at extracting value from their very 
individuality, creativity, and innovative capacity.

In mass-industrial production, technology served efficient production 
and its praxeomophic social implications were merely incidental to this 
task. Individuals were homogenized to function as cogs in the sensitive 
sociotechnical machinery, for the higher goal of efficient production. In 
post-Fordism, however, sociotechnical structures are no longer under the 
machine-like goal of efficient production. While Fordism shaped a mass-
consumption regime to receive the goods flowing from its mass-production 
machinery, it is in post-Fordism the consumer side that constitutes the driv-
ing force. Since the driving force was consumption rather than production 
(Baudrillard 2016), it reversed the tendency of its predecessor, by emphasiz-
ing rather than suppressing individuality (Page 2007).

This production regime was significantly more sensitive to individual 
preferences, aiming to avoid to present people with materials or situations 
that would cause them discomfort, such as having to confront differing 
points of view. Marketers and politicians learned that people wanted both 
conformity in interests and agreement in opinions, wanting the society they 
lived in to be just like their consumer goods had now become – customized 
to their specific identity groups.

An economy of scope also meant an interest in developing and marketing 
to multiple identity groups, implying the interest of emphasizing and devel-
oping diversity. While efficient precision production may be best carried 



﻿Identity and Political Polarization in Post-Industrial Capitalism  145

out in the formalized hierarchical sociotechnical machines of the large-scale 
Fordist factories, innovation and knowledge production thrives in informal, 
ostensibly egalitarian groups and narrative communities (Amabile 1988). 
This both drove and was driven by a logic of specialization, as media, adver-
tising, and economies all segmented, specialized, and segregated.

This transition meant the breakdown of the social infrastructure that had 
previously served to weave the social fabric holding together democracy. 
The military, for instance, was gradually privatized starting from the 1990s. 
As private contractors increasingly took over, this brought a transition from 
a large mass-institution to a host of smaller, more fluid, and independent 
teams. This fundamentally transformed the socioeconomic pressures on the 
military organization, in particular in relation to their previous incentives 
to fight prejudice. While a uniform mass-army had required the time-con-
suming and costly work of developing troop morale despite simultaneous 
demands of diversity brought by maximizing the recruitment base, these 
smaller teams had little incentive to make such investment. Private compa-
nies instead focused on “culture fit” in their recruitment, respecting the cul-
tural anxieties of their employees by building homogeneous groups that did 
not require working through differences (boyd 2018). This not only under-
mined the role of the military as an integrative social infrastructure but 
reversed it to instead emphasizing difference and producing group polariza-
tion through segregation.

Marketing Difference

To fulfill, while simultaneously making insatiable, the thirst for identity 
expression through consumption, postmodern capitalism inaugurated a 
new structure of signs, one in which the forces of consumption outstrip the 
logic of production that organized industrial societies (Jameson 1991).

In the ideological code of consumerism, identities are fashioned primar-
ily through the exchange of symbolic differences. “The social logic of con-
sumption, is not at all that of the individual appropriation of the value of 
goods and services. … It is a logic of the production and manipulation of 
social signifiers” (Baudrillard 2016, p. 60). This commodification of culture 
brought a separation between the objects and their meaning, allowing an 
explosion of flexibility in their marketing: it was no longer constrained by 
a reality or functionality but was free to create its own meanings. This ena-
bled a potentially insatiable supply of monopoly markets – depending only 
on a constant inflow of new symbols.

Capital found that it could go beyond searching for segments, to shap-
ing them out of the malleable cultural clay of symbols and identities 
(Baudrillard 1994). The assembly line increased economic specialization, 
but post-industrialism increased social specialization: replacing mass culture 
by a more segmented and homogeneous culture. The strive for monopoly 
profits – following from depicting commodities as incomparable – brought a 
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commodification of culture. This granted value to uniqueness, authenticity, 
particularity, originality, and even the transgressive – dimensions of human 
life inconsistent with the homogeneity presupposed by commodity mass-
production (Baudrillard 1994; Jameson 1991; Harvey 1989).

Post-Fordism fed upon rather than feared individuality and diversity, see-
ing in them not disrupted assembly lines, but the potential for monopoly 
markets. But as commodification still tends to destroy the local and unique, 
capital needs to find ways to maintain the supply of the uniqueness that 
is the basis for its appropriation of monopoly rents (Zukin 1989; Harvey 
2012). Capital needs to support differentiation, divergent, and to some 
degree uncontrollable cultural processes, even when these are antagonistic 
to its own smooth functioning. Transgressive cultural practices may hold 
particular value, since they can provide a steady flow of the original, crea-
tive, and authentic. This brings a search for new identities and cultural sym-
bols to commodify, in an unquenchable thirst for the unique and authentic.

While a cog is a cog in the Fordist factory of commodity production, 
Latinos and Blacks carry cultural value in multiple ways in an economy 
of commodified culture: they are market niches, they can grant distinctive-
ness and cultural authenticity to a commodity, and as workers they possess 
extractable cultural knowledge on how use the latter to target the former. 
Commodification and commercialization of the symbolic economy is thus 
the marketing of identity – but while this Pandora’s box may bring an infini-
tude of monopoly markets, opening it is not without risks. Emphasizing 
the uniqueness and purity of a culture may be profitable, but it may also 
encourage an identity politics that violently resists globalization and com-
modification, sparking battles invoking collective memories, mythologies, 
history, culture, aesthetics, and tradition, and that feed into a politics of 
difference (Harvey 2012).

Capital’s newfound hunger for authentic cultural symbols at times 
expresses itself as a new phase of colonialism, illustrated in how tourists 
can now enjoy tours of New York’s Harlem or the shanty-towns of South 
Africa, thus extracting that unique sense of authenticity found in the suffer-
ing of those forced to live outside the fluidity of the commodified symbolic 
economy (Zukin 2009). This emphasizes and points to a new central dis-
tinction: between those with the privilege of a postmodern fluidity of iden-
tity, able to take on or shed off identities in order to communicate through a 
symbolic language, and those who are left with fixed identities, branded on 
their skin, on their bodies, and where they live in. Privilege then means hav-
ing one’s identity take the form of performances through consumed cultural 
symbols, in which belonging to the norm implies having one’s identity be a 
tabula rasa on which one is free to paint, without risking being reduced to 
the symbols that one uses. Authenticity becomes a scarcity as the simulation 
increasingly becomes disconnected from the world (Baudrillard and Foss 
1983), to be found and extracted from those who lack the privilege to freely 
move between meanings and symbols. Those who are their place, rather 
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than just temporary visitors; those who are their ethnicity, rather than just 
wearing it; those whose shirts are tattered from use, rather than by fashion-
boutique designers.

This type of accumulation by cultural dispossession has a complex set of 
consequences on identities (Harvey 2010). Identity differences are fattened 
for slaughter, with the exotification of minority groups allowing to better 
sell their cultural symbols to privileged external groups.

The result is a cultural commodification which shares many features with 
Disneyfication – but while Disneyfication tended to remove any reference 
to the negative, this instead creates a virtual Disneyland of past horrors, in 
which poverty and suffering are commodified and sold for touristic con-
sumption. As their neighborhoods are marketed, residents are forced to 
watch their personal traumas become the vacant diversions for selfie-stick 
wielding tourists. Visitors whose temporary stays permit a fleeting and fluid 
relationship to the cultural symbols of the neighborhoods – the same sym-
bols that are branded on the very skin of its residents. For these residents, 
the cultural symbols of poverty function as constant reminders of their 
destitution, while for the visitors, they enable an ironic contrast serving to 
emphasize precisely privilege and affluence.

This is taking place in a larger context in which space is becoming a mar-
ketplace within which place and community are consumed like any other 
post-industrial product – as brands, identities, or images of life – in a global 
economy that needs to maintain a constant supply of uniqueness for its 
appropriation of monopoly rents.

Politics in an Era of Tribes

Going from a modernity that produces homogenization to one that pro-
duces differentiation, and in which identity differences have become valu-
able resources, has brought a shift in the dynamics of identity, which in turn 
has meant a profound shift in the foundation of political life.

What, indeed, is political life in an era in which one can no longer speak 
of a public, as the concept assumes some concept of universality, an era in 
which there is no longer any common grounds to form a foundation for a 
public good?

The answer seems to be a plurality of opposing local publics, and the 
expansion of the territory of politics that has identity rather than rationality 
as its operating logic. As political actors are becoming increasingly aware of 
this new foundation, politics is abandoning the theatrics of rational debate 
for an increasingly explicit focus on the activation of identities. This has its 
perhaps clearest expression in Donald Trump’s fragmented rhetorics, draw-
ing authenticity by making explicit the interests and symbols of majority 
groups, while providing them with narratives in which they are cast as both 
the heroes and the victims – thus recasting expressions of White supremacy 
as righteous outrage.
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The electorate has sorted itself into increasingly homogeneous parties, 
with a variety of social, economic, geographic, and ideological cleavages 
falling in line with the partisan divide (Mason 2018). This has resulted in 
politics converging around “megaparties,” in which parties represent not 
only policy positions but an increasing list of overlapping identities. This 
makes politics not a choice between policies, but a struggle between cher-
ished ways of life. When the opposing party becomes an enemy rather than 
an opponent, the goal is no longer achieving the public good through politi-
cal work and compromise, but the end goal simply becomes to win. The 
tools for achieving this go from rational debate and evaluation of evidence 
to emotional resonance.

Debate thus becomes reduced to symbolic signaling to one’s identity in-
group, in which feeding the fear of the other has replaced rational argu-
ments, and the struggle of narratives and symbols the all-encompassing goal 
(Achen and Bartels 2017). These dynamics of identity intensify racial and 
religious anxieties by integrating them through sorting while splintering into 
fractals the Left’s class-based identities that came out of the homogeniz-
ing factory floor. These dynamics have in recent years become increasingly 
central in the current political processes of polarization and social conflict.

That new social media has taken the blame for this is not surprising: it 
has perfected the technical affordances for a tribalized social life. Social 
media allows us to cocoon ourselves among our tribe, shielding us from dis-
agreement in bubbles of friendliness, where outsiders are only seen through 
our unified outrage over their perceived infractions. But yet, social media 
merely mirrors and magnifies a long time trend, and it is nothing about the 
digital that makes this inevitable. Indeed, early social media had the oppo-
site affordances: ICQ (as in I Seek you) had a feature that connected its users 
randomly across the world, creating social serendipity rather than under-
mining it (Olma 2016). Early social networks were at times criticized for 
precisely this type of openness. For instance, as Bill Bishop (2009) notes, the 
New York Times wrote in 2007 that “big Web sites attract masses of peo-
ple who have dissimilar interests and, ultimately, little in common” (Stone 
2007), promoting instead new websites that permitted social clustering. In 
other words, it was our post-Fordist preferences that drove this develop-
ment; our new media technologies were merely designed to support our new 
forms of sociality.

This shift in politics is in particular playing out in relation to critique 
(Dunford 2000). While the oppressive tendencies of the modernity that 
governs our lives have only became more fluid with its transition to the 
post-industrial stage, its critique has become reduced to, and as frag-
mented as, cultural expressions. While the oppression in terms of identity 
dimensions – race, class, gender, LGBT, etc. – are all expressions of a sin-
gle modernity, their formulations as identities result in implying opposing 
interests. Identity has thus become vehicle for displacing a fight in which 
class and race interests were related rather than opposed (Lentin 2016). 
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The (unintended) consequence of high modernity’s treatment of individuals 
as merely cogs in a larger sociotechnical machinery was providing a point 
of unity – a pivot point for the resistance against the organization of this 
modernity. The suppression of individuality required by the homogeniz-
ing forces of production provided both a common identity and a common 
enemy around which resistance could rally. Its resistance was importantly 
a struggle for a right to express individuality, to express difference, to self-
segregate into subcultures, and to avoid the anxieties of overcoming differ-
ences – paradoxically precisely the factors that enabled unified resistance in 
the first place. The Pyrrhic victory in this, coming suspicious easily, left a 
bitter aftertaste among critical theorists, who saw their foundations for cri-
tique and vehicles for change rapidly melt into air (Bauman 2013; Törnberg 
2018a).

This is not to place blame for the resulting contemporary identity poli-
tics (such debates are multitude; see e.g. Streeck 2017; Lentin 2016): blame 
requires agency, of which little is to be found in these structural socioeco-
nomic transformations. The point is rather that the post-Fordist regime of 
accumulation has identities and difference as its social externalities, just as 
the Fordist regime produced homogenization. It is unclear how, and even if, 
anything else than identity politics could be developed under the conditions 
of such a production regime.

In the narratives of resistance afforded by this identity framework, 
oppressed identities tend to be reified and understood as entities and 
agents rather than as cross-section or dimension of a larger process. This 
is perhaps most clearly visible in the working class tending to be implicitly 
understood as consisting of white men, as if class were somehow sepa-
rate from gender and race. But, paradoxically, even when the overlaps and 
intersectionalities between identity groups – such as myriad complex ways 
that class and race structure one another – are emphasized and explored, 
the formulations still assume, and stand on, an ontology of identity. The 
very language from which different narratives of struggle are weaved 
hinges on categories produced by the cultural commodification machinery: 
groups are the agents of change, their agency derived from an assumed 
communality.

The demands of these groups are of course justified, but that does not 
mean that an identity-based conflict will produce a positive outcome. We 
have no reason to believe that the narrative of a long history of liberal pro-
gress did not end with the collapse of Western mass-market industrialism. 
There is not necessarily any correct answer or solution to this within the 
political framework provided.

Conclusion

According to Durkheim (1893), industrial society was held together 
through “organic solidarity” – the interdependence that comes from the 
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complementarities between people who follow from specialization of work. 
Division of labor demanded cooperation and connection between those 
who are different from us. But as we have now moved to a post-indus-
trial post-Fordist society, production no longer provides this social glue, 
forcing people to search elsewhere to satisfy their need for belonging. This 
has brought a return to Durkheim’s “mechanic solidarity”: a society that 
finds cohesion and integration in the homogeneity of its individuals (Bishop 
2009). In the modern, globalized world, this implies a society organized as 
a tribal patchwork, with its fragments held together by threateningly thin 
and fraying threads.

Perhaps this collapse of a common world is an inevitable part of the pro-
gression of modernity. Modernity, after all, is in its essence the exercise of 
the Promethean powers of technology by a society of beings too absorbed in 
consumption to understand their political capacities or take responsibility 
for the human world (Arendt 1958). Where else could this take us, then to 
a coming apart?

While technology like social media is supporting our new tribal life by 
helping to shelter us from alternative ways of thinking, it may not be enough 
to challenge it. As we have seen, being exposed to content that challenges 
our perspectives does not necessarily reduce our antipathy to others but may 
rather activate our identities and emphasize our differences.

Coming together requires meeting those different from ourselves in a set-
ting with a common goal, allowing trust and empathy. This is not something 
that we seem to expose ourselves to if we are given a choice in the matter. It 
seems individual interests in avoiding discomfort are today allowed to trump 
the collective interest in social cohesion. Given the option, we use whatever 
options we have to surround ourselves with those similar to ourselves. A 
new politics would require not permitting us to make those choices.

However, perhaps being conscious of the ways that the socioeconomic 
conditions are creating the preconditions of the current debates may help us 
note the influence of our identities and step outside the positions with which 
they provide us.
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