SCOTT D. ORR

EXCLUSIVE SOCIAL IDENTITIES
AND OPPOSITION TO DEMOCRATIC
PRACTICES

Classic works on democracy, such as those of Almond (1956) and Lipset
(1959, 1960), as well as works on ethnic conflict (Horowitz 1985), highlight
the destructive effects on democracy that result when identities are mutually
exclusive, and, hence, divisive, rather than cutting across society, thereby
pulling disparate individuals together through a varied web of “horizontal”
ties.1 Recent work in social psychology (Brewer 1996) has also addressed the
contrast between mutually exclusive and cross−cutting conceptions of social
identity. In a society dominated by mutually exclusive identities,
cross−cutting identities are seen as competing with the “primary” identities,
and are therefore suppressed, both by the individual and by social pressures.
In contrast to theoretical expectations, researchers have found very little
empirical support for an original proposition about the effects of
cross−cutting identities at the level of individual citizens. Although Verba
(1965) discovered a significant relationship between membership in mutually
exclusive social organizations and tolerance for opposing political camps in
Italy, he was not able to confirm an analogous relationship in the United
States, Britain, and Germany. Powell (1976) found only a weak relationship
between cross−cutting ties and voting behavior in Austria. However, the main
reason for these non−confirmative findings may be that once a majority of
1

The ties are similar to those described for northern Italy by Putnam (1993).
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citizens with cross−cutting identities have helped to establish democracy
firmly within a society, the minority of citizens who hold exclusive identities
learn to “play the game” by the rules that those with cross−cutting identities
laid down. One can expect that the relationship at the individual level
between mutually exclusive identities and opposition to democratic practices
may be stronger in countries that have recently undergone a transition to
democracy, where the “rules of the game” are still in a state of flux. This
makes the Polish case an excellent tool for testing this proposition.
In this chapter, I intend to test the proposition according to which
exclusive identities are associated with lack of support for democratic
practices. I will also attempt to determine how frequent exclusive identities
are in Polish society and whether they are stable over time. In addition, I will
examine whether, as classic modernization theories hold, mutually exclusive
identities can be predicted by background variables such as age and
education, and whether or not these identities have an effect on democratic
practices independent of basic sociodemographic variables.

Theoretical Background
The general theory to be examined in this study draws on recent
psychological literature on social identity (Brewer and Schneider 1990;
Brewer 1996). This theory holds that stable democracy becomes possible
when a certain proportion of the individuals in a society begin to view
themselves as belonging to multiple groups that cross−cut one another in the
sense that they share many members, and membership in any particular group
does not in itself bar an individual from membership in most other groups.
For example, a Catholic lawyer would regard membership in both religious
and professional groups as equally important, each within its own sphere, and
have ties to other members of both groups. Multiple groups that cross−cut one
another recall the “horizontal associations” described by Putnam (1993).
This “modern” conception of group membership can be contrasted with
a “traditional” one. In traditional societies, individuals view themselves,
predominantly, as members of groups that are for the most part mutually
exclusive. Membership in multiple groups exists only to the extent that
smaller groups combine to develop larger and larger “superordinate” groups,
such as extended families that form a tribe (Horowitz 1985). In such
societies, at the highest levels of organization, as in countrywide politics,
identification with other group members may have only a tenuous basis in
shared material interests, but it is nonetheless real and quite strong, as in the
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“imagined communities” described by Anderson (1983). The way that
smaller groups are ordered within larger ones, like the branches of a tree,
gives any particular individual a quick guide to the closeness of his or her
relationship with any other individual in society, in much the same way that
individuals in a society with large extended families distinguish among
different sorts of cousins (Horowitz 1985).
Though not immediately obvious, the consequences of the distinction
between cross−cutting and mutually exclusive identities can be deduced from
a fairly straightforward chain of logic. As Brewer and Schneider (1990) have
observed, social identity creates a feeling of closeness to and trust for other
group members that can be an important resource in fostering the sort of
cooperation needed to pursue group goals that would otherwise be plagued
by “free riders.” However, by the same token, social identity creates distrust
toward members of other groups, and this distrust inhibits the pursuit of
cooperative goals.
The pernicious effects of this distrust in a hierarchical society are
particularly severe because all but the tiniest groups are composed of smaller
constituent groups that are willing to act together against common enemies
but that do not cooperate with respect to internal issues (Horowitz 1985). In
particular, it is unlikely that they will be willing to create (intentionally, at
least) any lasting institutions (such as a central bureaucracy) that could later
be used by a rival group in an internal struggle. Those institutions that are
created are typically dominated and sustained by one group and used to
further its own interests, as is true, for example, of the armies of most
ethnically divided countries (Horowitz 1985).
By contrast, in a society characterized by cross−cutting group
memberships, while some forms of cooperation may be more difficult to
achieve due to weaker feelings of within−group trust, cooperation to create
lasting “goods” of benefit to the entire society, such as effective political
institutions, is much easier. The important factor here is not the mere salience
of group membership itself, in that individuals may in fact feel strong
identification with different groups at different times. Rather, the knowledge
that cross−cutting ties exist – and that the individual may identify with one
group today, on one issue, but will probably identify with another
tomorrow – prevents any given conflict from “overflowing its bounds” to
threaten peaceable relations in society as a whole.
The Polish panel survey provides an excellent opportunity to examine the
empirical basis for theoretical expectations deduced from general
assumptions about mutually exclusive identities. Specifically, we would like
to know if the basic division of identities before the fall of communism
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continues to exist in the post−communist period, and to what extent these
identities determine, in a statistical sense, support for democratic practices in
the advanced phase of the transition from communism to democracy and a
free market. Thus, the survey will be used to test the hypothesis that
individual citizens with mutually exclusive identities distrust other people
outside their own groups and are therefore not likely to support democratic
practices, such as respect for the rule of law, applying compromise, equal
rights, freedom of mass media, or tolerance for minorities.

Measurement of Exclusive Identities
Although Poland is often described as “homogeneous,” important divisions
among Poles exist, and, at least for certain individuals, some of these
divisions might be viewed as mutually exclusive, thereby dominating all
other ties. Theoretically, it is possible for any identity to be perceived as
mutually exclusive. In practice, however, virtually all mutually exclusive
identities are among those identities considered as ascriptive (Horowitz
1985). In a sense, ascription is the key factor that gives individuals the base
for their claims to exclusivity of their identities. Only an identity that is
“automatic” – rather than the result of individual choice – can logically be
seen as imposed by nature, regardless of individual will.
In the Polish context, the best candidates for mutually exclusive identities
would be those of ethnic or regional minorities. However, in the present
survey, conducted on the national sample, these groups are not appropriately
represented. Thus, I have decided to seek suitable indicators of exclusive
identities in several questions about conflicts in Polish society.
The variables describing mutually exclusive identities have been
constructed from a list of questions eliciting each respondent’s assessment of
how serious various conflicts in society were in 1988, 1993, and 1998. The
dimensions considered are rich vs. poor, nonmanual vs. manual workers,
supervisors vs. employees, rulers vs. ruled, urban vs. rural dwellers, believers
vs. nonbelievers, young vs. old, and owners vs. employees.2 The first four
dimensions are described by Janicka (2000 and chapter 13 in this volume) in
2

These questions were asked of two−thirds of the sample of the 1988 wave (N =
4,000), and of the entire panel sample in 1993 and 1998. In 1988, one−third of the sample
was asked about believers vs. nonbelievers, while a separate third was asked about young
vs. old. The question about owners vs. employees (which would have been nonsensical
in 1988) was asked of only the 1993 and 1998 samples.
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some detail. Among these identities, the most likely to be considered
ascriptive is the one based on the conflict between urban and rural dwellers.
In this chapter, I focus on this dimension. In addition, I include the rich vs.
poor dimension. However, before presenting results pertaining to these two
dimensions, I will comment on all dimensions.
To explain the construction of indicators of mutually exclusive indicators,
we should note that in each dimension – rich vs. poor, nonmanual vs. manual
workers, supervisors vs. employees, rulers vs. ruled, urban vs. rural dwellers,
believers vs. nonbelievers, young vs. old, and owners vs. employees – an
intensity of conflicts was rated on a four−point scale, from 1 (denoting the
minimal level) to 4 (denoting the maximal level). For each wave of the panel
study, an indicator of potential mutually exclusive identity in a given
dimension was constructed by selecting individuals who rated conflicts in
this dimension as more serious than conflicts in each of the other dimensions.
In a sense, this indicator refers to individuals who believed that one conflict
had exclusive importance compared with all others. Formally, a respondent is
said to have an exclusive identity based on a given conflict dimension if the
difference between the score for that conflict and the highest score for any
other conflict is positive. Nonpositive values were coded 0, meaning no
exclusive identity for the conflict in question.
Among positive values, the number 3 indicates that the intensity of
conflicts in a given dimension was assessed on a much higher level than the
intensity of conflicts in all other dimensions. However, for all dimensions
most values are either 1 or 0, meaning that the variable strongly resembles a
dummy variable. The number of respondents with a particular exclusive
identity never exceeds 10 percent of the population in any of the conflict
dimensions, with the exception of the rulers vs. ruled conflict.
In preliminary analysis, for each wave of the panel study, the dependent
variable – support for democratic practices – was regressed on potential
mutually exclusive identities. As predicted, the identity based on the urban
vs. rural conflict in general showed the strongest relationship with opposition
to democratic practices. Moreover, the identity based on the rich vs. poor
conflict showed significant relationships – as predicted by the theory. We
should also note, however, that identity based on the rulers vs. ruled conflict
in 1988 was associated with support for democratic practices – a predicted
result because this conflict united the majority of society at the end of the
communist era. In addition, in 1998 the relationship between identity of the
type “believers vs. nonbelievers” and support for democratic practices turned
out to be significant, although the number of individuals holding this
particular identity in any of the three waves of the survey was very small.
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My discussion of results focuses on the rich vs. poor and urban vs. rural
identities. The percentages of the population with exclusive identities based
on the rich vs. poor and urban vs. rural dimensions are provided in Table
14.1.
Table 14.1. Percent of Persons with Exclusive Identities in the Rich vs. Poor and Urban
vs. Rural Dimensions, in 1988, 1993, and 1998

Dimension of identity
Rich vs. poor
Urban vs. rural

Year of study
1988
1993
1998
percent of persons with a given identity
6.0
3.1

5.6
2.0

9.5
1.6

In absolute terms, exclusive identities are seemingly rare in Polish
society. Exclusive identities along the rich vs. poor dimension declined from
6.0 percent to 5.6 percent in the initial phase of Poland’s transition
(1989–93), and then increased from 5.6 percent to 9.5 percent in the
advanced phase of Poland’s transition (1993–98). Exclusive identities along
the urban vs. rural dimension systematically decreased from 3.1 percent to
1.6 percent over the entire 1988–98 period. However, according to our
indicators, the percentage of individuals with an exclusive identity in two
different years is never greater than 16.5 percent of those with exclusive
identities in the earlier year. Thus, mutually exclusive identity seems to be
unstable in time.

Weak Determinants of Exclusive Identities
Even a cursory examination of the classic works on modernization (e.g.,
Lerner 1958; Lipset 1960; Deutsch 1961; Parsons 1961) reveals that the
“particularistic” behaviors of a “traditional” society closely match the
behaviors we would expect of individuals holding mutually exclusive
conceptions of identity, while the “universalistic” behaviors of a “modern”
society closely match those behaviors we would expect of individuals holding
cross−cutting conceptions of identity. Indeed, the differences in identities may
well make up a large part of what it means to be “modern” or traditional.”
At the individual level, modernization theory holds that universalism and
tolerance develop over time as a result of attaining higher levels of education
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and experiencing urbanization. In all societies, we normally expect that those
individuals who are male, young, well−educated, and urban are more modern
than others. What is uncertain is whether these characteristics increase
universalism and tolerance directly, or whether they do so indirectly by
creating cross−cutting identities and breaking down exclusive ones, or
whether they operate through both direct and indirect paths. As we can see in
Table 14.2, these characteristics do predict our indicators of mutually
exclusive identity, but only weakly.
Table 14.2. Logistic Regression of Exclusive Identities on Sex, Age, Education, and
Urbanization
Year of study
1988
Variables

Sex
Age
Education
Urban
residence
Constant
Cox and
Snell

B

SE

1993
ExpB

B

SE

1998
ExpB

SE

ExpB

Rich vs. poor dimension
−–0.600 0.256 0.549 0.155 0.209 1.168 0.026 0.163 1.027
–0.005 0.015 0.995 0.010 0.009 1.010 0.009 0.007 1.009
–0.084 0.055 0.920 –0.057 0.044 0.945 –0.034 0.034 0.967
–0.011 0.271 0.989 0.304 0.236 1.356 0.289 0.186 1.336
–1.358 0.887 0.257 –3.016 0.730 0.049 –2.540 0.566 0.079
0.007

0.003

Urban vs. rural dimension
Sex
–1.208 0.413 0.299 –0.625 0.361 0.535
Age
0.007 0.016 1.007 –0.001 0.015 0.999
Education –0.279 0.108 0.757 –0.055 0.080 0.946
Urban
residence –1.200 0.419 0.301 –0.664 0.378 0.515
Constant
Cox and
Snell

B

0.003

–0.095 0.384 0.909
0.025 0.016 1.026
0.102 0.078 1.107
–1.302 0.446 0.272

–0.099 1.557 0.906 –2.640 1.274 0.071 –5.899 1.352 0.003
0.038

0.005

0.006

The one serious exception to the predicted general patterns is that rural
residence is not associated with the “rich vs. poor” identity – indeed, this
variable may even operate in the opposite direction. While surprising, these
results can perhaps be explained as a tendency for individuals in rural areas who
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conceive of identity in a mutually exclusive manner to adopt a mutually
exclusive rural identity (rather than a poor identity). That is, since the definition
of the indicator – as well as the underlying concept – prevents an individual from
having two mutually exclusive identities at the same time, the lack of negative
relationships between urban residence and the “rich vs. poor” indicators is
probably a statistical artifact, the result of a bias in the opposite direction.

Exclusive Identities and Support for Democratic
Practices
The dependent variable, support for democratic practices, is a scale
constructed from five items included in the 1998 questionnaire that assessed
respondents’ agreement with concrete practices. These items are a subset of
items measuring support for “democracy” in general, as detailed in two
chapters in this volume (Slomczynski and Shabad, ch. 8; Oakes, ch. 9). The
items are provided in Table 14.3, together with their factor loadings. This
scale is strongly related to the full pro−democracy scale (r = 0.79). However,
I have chosen this more restricted scale because identities are expected to
Table 14.3. Mean Values, Standard Deviations, and Factor Loadings for Indicators
of Support for Democratic Practices, for the 1998 Survey

Indicatorsa
One need not obey laws with which the
majority has ceased to agree.
Former communists should not be allowed
to be nominated as candidates for various
elected high offices.
TV programs to which most of society objects
should be banned.
If the person who governs happens to be a good
person, he or she need not obey the law.
Some groups of people should be stripped of their
voting rights.
a

Standard Factor
Mean value deviation loadingb
3.193

1.274

0.308

3.112

1.333

0.453

2.619

1.335

0.405

4.109

1.206

0.452

3.073

1.362

0.404

All items are evaluated on a five−point scale, from strongly agree to strongly
disagree. In each case, a higher number indicates greater support for democratic
practices.
b Eigenvalue = 1.657; percent of variance = 33.132
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predict the concrete actions that people will endorse, and not the values that
they support in the abstract. That is, distrust of another social group, based on
a perception that one’s own group and the other are mutually exclusive, could
easily lead someone to endorse a violation of norms that he or she supports
in the abstract.
The net effects of mutually exclusive identities can be estimated through
a multivariate regression analysis that includes the background
characteristics as control variables. Regression coefficients have been
calculated for the indicators for which a significant relationship with support
for democratic practices had been found in a preliminary analysis: “urban vs.
rural” in 1988 and 1993, “rich vs. poor” in 1988, and a combined variable for
“rich vs. poor” in 1993 and 1998.3 Age (surprisingly) had no significant
relationship to support for democratic practices, and is omitted from all of the
models. The results of these analyses are shown in Table 14.4.
Table 14.4. Regression of the Scale of Democratic Practices on Sex, Education, and
Urbanization, and Exclusive Identities
Scale of support for democratic practices (1998)
Independent
and control
variables

model I

Sex
Education
Urban residence
Rich vs. poor
identity in 1988
Rich vs. poor
identity in 1993/98a
Urban vs. rural
identity in 1988
Urban vs. rural
identity in 1993
R2

0.138***
0.244***
0.047***

a
*

model II

model III model IV model V

standardized coefficients
0.135***
0.242***
0.047*

0.139***
0.242***
0.049**

0.136*** 0.136***
0.242*** 0.243***
0.045*
0.046**

–0.042*
–0.037*
–0.022

0.087

0.089

0.089

0.088

–0.041**
0.089

Combined rich vs. poor identity for 1993 and 1998. See text for an explanation.
p < 0.10 level. ** p < 0.05 level. *** p < 0.01 level.

3 A weak relationship was found for each of the separate indicators from 1993 and
1998; combining them increases the strength of the relationship.
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Despite their lack of consistency over time, the indicators of mutually
exclusive identities predict a lack of support for democratic practices five and
ten years later, in 1998. Exclusive identity in 1988 or 1993 predicts
opposition to democratic practices in 1998 more accurately than does
exclusive identity in 1998, but does not predict exclusive identity in 1998
very well. This result is quite striking. It logically seems to imply that the
indicators of mutually exclusive identity are very unstable, while mutually
exclusive identities themselves are at least somewhat stable over time. In fact
there is not a single individual with mutually exclusive rich vs. poor identity
for all three waves of the survey – despite the stability of the relationship with
democratic practices – to suggest that at least the rich vs. poor indicators
underestimate the percentage of mutually exclusive identities in society.
To the extent that the indicators underestimate the prevalence of mutually
exclusive identities, this may be because individuals with stable mutually
exclusive identities become concerned, from time to time, with less important
conflicts, interpreting them as part of the “primary” conflict – for example, a
“rural” identifier adopting “poor” or “ruled” as part of his rural identity in a
time of economic crisis. Indeed, such complications might well explain why
the relationship between the urban vs. rural exclusive identity in 1998 and
democratic practices in 1998 is especially weak. To the extent that the
indicators overestimate the prevalence of mutually exclusive identities, this
may be because at different points in time certain conflicts really are quite
important and may even be perceived as the most important by those
respondents who lack mutually exclusive identities.
While some exclusive identities have a significant relationship to support
for democratic practices, their contributions to the total effects are quite
small. However, the fact that these indicators are extremely unreliable
certainly attenuates the statistical estimates of the effects of mutually
exclusive identity on democratic practices. At any rate, there is some
evidence confirming not only the hypothesis that background variables
influence mutually exclusive identity but also the hypothesis that mutually
exclusive identities have a negative effect on support for democratic
practices, independent of the direct effects of the background variables.

Conclusion
The most interesting results of this study are that at least some mutually
exclusive identities lead to a lack of support for democratic practices, even if
these identities are not stable during the initial phase of Poland’s transition.
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It is also noteworthy that education, rural/urban residence, and sex predict
both mutually exclusive identities and support for democratic practices, as is
stipulated by modernization theory. Moreover, mutually exclusive identities
affect support for democratic practices independent of the effects of the
background variables.
The fact that only certain indicators of mutually exclusive identity predict
a lack of support for democratic practices suggests that strength of identity
alone is not enough to create an identity that truly excludes other identities
over time, rather than suggesting that a temporary assessment of one identity
or conflict is more significant in comparison to others at a given moment. It
is not surprising that a mutually exclusive identity based on the “urban vs.
rural” conflict predicts lack of support for democratic practices: the
urban−rural division is easily the most ascriptive of the various divisions
represented by the conflicts considered in the survey. Because of this, it is
reasonable to conclude that mutually exclusive identity requires that an
identity be both strong and ascriptive.
In this light, the results for the identity based on the “rich vs. poor” conflict
are very intriguing. This conflict would seem to correspond to a social class
identity. However, several other conflicts mentioned in the survey could also
represent social class identity – specifically, the “manual vs. nonmanual,”
“managers vs. employees,” and “owners vs. employees” conflicts. It is not
clear why one representation of class divisions is associated with mutually
exclusive identity, while the others are not. Perhaps the answer is that
individuals who perceive class divisions as being ascriptive are more likely to
select “rich” vs. “poor” since these labels are all−encompassing, denoting
a position in society in general rather than specifically on the labor market.

