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Seyla Benhabib: On the Use and Abuse of Culture

1. Central Quotation: “What distinguishes my critique of cultural essentialism … is the narrative view of actions and culture that informs it. … All analyses of cultures … must begin by distinguishing the standpoint of the social observer from that of the social agent. … Ironically, nationalisms reverse the participant/observer perspective.”

2. Argument: Benhabib bases her rejection of cultural essentialism and defense of social constructivism on the notion that cultures are complex and changing horizons without clear delimitations, but that, while they may and normally do remain experienced as such from ‘inside’, the ‘external’ view of the social observer imposes on them a sense of completeness and coherence. The one case when the situation is reversed is that of nationalist ideologues, who aim at “unity”, “coherence”, and “homogeneity” in place of “diversity”, “inconsistencies”, and “narrative dissonance”
 – from within the culture itself. 

3. Question: The above-mentioned argument is not a central one in the chapter and Benhabib states it only to be able to proceed with establishing social constructivism as a valid method of analysis and critique. It is, however, a very interesting perspective with respect to the nationalist paradox, and I would have liked to see it developed further. It seems especially relevant to a discussion of cultural stereotypes, where nationalism might turn up as a force that can actually reinforce (negative) stereotypes about the nation it defines, merely by utilizing the same essentialist grasp on culture. 

4. Experiential Connection: Culture does come across as a much more fragile and less clearly determined concept if approached from the point of view of an ‘insider’ (own culture/cultures), and we establish unity and coherence either for the purpose of analysis (in the role of the “social observer”, analyzing or attempting to understand other cultures) or deliberate simplification for persuasion (the nationalist presenting his/her own culture as whole and unique).  One can see how one’s approach to the idea of culture transforms already by more closely examining one’s own culture – how the unstructured, fragile elements of the narrative view begin to resemble a unified whole in the most superficial analysis, and even more so if one tries to create a deliberate image of one’s culture to present it in a superior (nationalist) light. 

5. Textual Connection: In his analysis of the building of national identity in post-colonial Jordan, Joseph Massad deals with the position of nationalism as an anti-colonial liberation movement. In line with Benhabib’s argument, Massad explains how “instead of understanding their anticolonial nationalism as a strategic essentialism to fight colonial power, anticolonial nationalists mistook their nationalism for an absolute essence.”

6. Implications: Cultural analysis from the standpoint of social constructivism does not necessarily deny cultural differences or reduce cultural narratives to made-up unrealities. The essential implication is that these narratives are neither primordial nor fixed, they are complex and are continuously recreated, based on binary opposites, and need to be approached as such. 
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