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News
For the attention of: news editors


Date: 8 April 2005 [PR4993]
New Identities of a Post Traditional Society
A man walking past a group of kids hanging around McDonalds mutters ‘chavs’. He has in mind gold jewellery, Nova cars, unidentified threat, Burberry caps and, for chavettes (female chavs), the ‘Croydon face-lift’ (from hair tied back too tightly). 

A company chooses images of black, Asian (and disabled) employees for its annual report in a carefully judged moment of ‘commercial multiculturalism’. 

The poet Benjamin Zephaniah says in a newspaper interview – “Race is an important part of my identity, but I wish it wasn't. I'd like to identify myself as a martial artist, an Aston Villa supporter, or a hip-hop reggae person; but when a policeman stops me on the street it has nothing to do with that.” 
Such scenarios are at the heart of The Economic and Social Research Council Identities and Social Action Programme which will be launched in London at the Royal Society of Arts on April 14 2005. Understanding now people see themselves – perhaps as ‘chavs’, single parents, ‘hoodies’, asylum seekers, Muslims, gays or ‘middle England’ – has important implications for policymakers, business and welfare organisations.
The £4 million, five year programme directed by the Open University’s Professor Margaret Wetherell, consists of 25 research projects in universities across the UK that bring together teams of psychologists, sociologists, geographers, political scientists, historians and anthropologists. 
Race, class and gender feature strongly among the research projects. However, other identities are also studied – they include disability, work based identities, neighbourhood, regional and community identities.
 “Identity is how we envisage the future of society and diagnose its current state. Identity is about difference, how groups are marked and the stories people can tell about who they are – where they have come from and where they are going to. It is a core determinant of positive community relations and social conflict,” says Prof Margaret Wetherell, Programme Director, ESRC Identities and Social Action Programme. 
“Identity issues are at the heart of some of the most intractable and troubling contemporary social problems, including community conflict, racism, discrimination and xenophobia and social exclusion,” she says. 
Lord Giddens – Britain’s best known and most quoted sociologist – will present a major new speech at the launch. He will argue that people in the UK are living in a post-traditional society. The changes are as fundamental as the shifts which occurred in the Industrial Revolution. British people live in a world where individuals anchor themselves not by tradition and fixed roles and positions but through their self-identity, through continual acts of choice about what to wear, who to be, what groups to belong to and through constant reflexive decision-making about biography. 

Professor Beverley Skeggs, also speaking at the launch, will describe how these trends are played out through social class. She will argue that some derided groups find it difficult to have the latest accessory – an identity. 
Dr Roxy Harris will discuss new ethnicities and the patterns formed by new and old migration into the UK. Very recent migrants co-exist with young metropolitan black British who are resourcefully and creatively mixing ​​​​– through dance, music and fashion –aspects of majority group lifestyles with styles from countries of origin. Both of these groups interact with an ‘old’ UK that is itself diverse in terms of national, regional, urban and rural identities, and formed from many previous waves of migration.
Baroness Amos, Leader of the House of Lords, who was due to host the launch, but will be in New York for the selection process of the new Head of the United Nations Development Programme, says: “I am particularly aware of the importance of the research being developed in the Identities Programme, which I believe will make an important contribution to building a positive social climate in Britain”.
Editor’s Notes

Any journalist who would like an invitation to the launch on Thursday April 14 (and has not already been invited) is asked to contact the Programme Director, Prof Margaret Wetherell on ESRC-identities@open.ac.uk. Through this e-mail address journalists can also arrange an interview with a speaker or a researcher to explore an identity theme further and obtain an information pack describing each of the 25 projects with contact details for the researchers.

Lord Giddens is Britain’s best-known and most quoted sociologist. He is the author or editor of more than 30 books, was Director of the London School of Economics from 1997 to 2003 and gave the 1999 BBC Reith Lectures. He is currently a Fellow of King’s College, Cambridge, and was made a life peer in 2004. 
Beverley Skeggs is Professor of Sociology at Goldsmiths College, University of London and an eminent commentator on social class and gender. 
Roxy Harris is a Senior Lecturer in the School of Social Science and Public Policy at King’s College London. He has a longstanding activist and research interest in the language, political and cultural practices of Britain's black and brown populations. 
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