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First of all I wish to express my personal gratitude to the organizers of this meeting for

this invitation that honours me. Especially to Elsie Alpuche who, with great enthusiasm

and perseverance has made it possible. I bring greetings and the hope that my visit will

help to widen and diversify the relations between our countries.

I want to say also that Cuba was one of the first countries that recognized that Belize

was an independent country; with its own identity.

We live in a world that is impregnated by phenomena and process of identity.

Nevertheless, they used to be sometimes non recognisable, obvious and evident. Behind

the most simple and everyday phenomena, and behind the most dramatic international

problems, we can find that identity is a major expression of our cultural and social life.

That is to say, the way we dress, the way we modify and built our environments, what

we do for living, our human values and beliefs, the way we live and relate to each other.

The way we are shaped, narrated or presented our lives and histories, and the language

we speak.  Also, without sub estimating the importance of economical and political

factors that are the origin of many tragedies and conflicts of the present days, we must

remember that some of the most critical international conflict are -and maybe will be-

related to the contradiction, confrontation and historical disagreements between

different identity groups.

Needless to say, the subject of identity has worldwide importance. Since the works of

Erik Erikson during the Second World War, many psychologists have kept up to date on

identities during the most part of the second half of the 20th century.
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This is my case, because I have been related with identity issues since the seventies.

My route as researcher has been from the identity of Latin American psychology to the

psychology of identity. I first conducted research about the history and identity of Latin

American Psychology, later since the 80«s I have been studying national identity of the

Cuban people as well as other collective identities. That is to say, my conceptual

approaches to the subject have been inspired by issues closely linked to the Cuba,

Caribbean and Latin American realities.

We could formulate some questions so they could help us to guide this lecture and

further comments.

• Is identity still, in these post-modern times, a matter of concern for the

human sciences?

• What is identity?

• Can we talk about different kinds of identities?

• How are identities constructed?

• In relation to the general issues that are going to be presented today,

what kind of problems and challenges can we discus about collective

identities in Belize? In other words, I would like to stimulate a reflection

about identity issues in Belize.

There are still many other problems that are related with identity; our saturated world;

the speed of changes; Globalization conflicts and others. They could be enough for two

or three more conferences.

Let us start with the first issue.  In the present moment, we can find - with the same

intensity-  papers, debates and academic theories that say that identity is no more an

interesting problem, due to globalization;  and, at the same time, others that say that

one of the trends that characterizes social sciences as a whole, is the increasing concern

for identity dynamics. Or, that the new conditions of our so called globalized world are

the ones that create and make more visible different identity conflicts.

In the case of my country it is evident that the subject is very current. In spite of the

differences of our national situation with respect to the rest of the world, the changes in

life-styles along with other present problems do not allow us to be safe from these

conflicts.
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For example, the homesickness and adaptation difficulties of the Cuban emigrants in

other cultural environments have been permanent issues in the current literature, art and

social sciences. It seems as if the country, as a whole, in the nineties had gone through

its own identity crisis, due, among other reasons, to the changes that took place after

the fall of the socialist countries.

Besides, the presence for more than 100 years of a powerful and aggressive ÒotherÓ that

can only be confronted with unity, contributes to reflecting on our strengths and

weaknesses. On what could the much needed maintenance of unity rest on, if not on

introspection and self-consciousness?

We can be sure that in the whole world identity issues are discussed more than ever,

and, as different authors have observed many times, hundreds of social scientists are

participating in identity debates. Lastly, the ways to interpret these issues and the

conflicting opinions between the official, academic and popular discourses are much

more varied than can be observed at first sight or than I could explain here.

In the case of Belize, since my arrival to this country, I can not stop finding

complicated issues related to the interesting panorama of collective identities in the

country.  Sincerely, I have not found any other Latin American, Central American or

Caribbean country with a bigger challenge: the nation is young, the people are very

diverse and the identity groups are not only different but also developed according to

different criteria; that is to say that at the same time we find historical, ethnical,

religious, territorial, racial and other criteriaÕs acting at the very same time.  Of course

that this happens in all places, because identities are always complicated, we all feel

part of different groups, we share different identities (gender, culture, territorial origins,

etc.); but the most interesting and challenging aspect is the construction or development

of a Belizean identity, that, could be shared by all Belizeans and at the same time could

cover, admit and respect all the other identities inside the nation; and also those

identities that are extra national like some gender, political or other social identities.

Any way, my intention is not to examine the Belizean identity issues (I have not made

research or theoretical studies about Belize, like I have done in other countries), but to

introduce some general concepts, problems and debates that could make a little

contribution to the debate and research of this topic in Belize.



4

Contemporary authors have approached the need for identity in very different ways.

There is mention to:

1. the Òstrong sense of group identificationÓ (Lewin, 1948)
2. ÒrootsÓ and ÒidentityÓ (Fromm, 1941, 1956, 1966)
3. Òneed for a sense of belonging and a positive self-conceptÓ (Tajfel y

Turner, 1979)
4. Òneed to know oneself and to be recognizedÓ (Rogers, 1961, 1980)
5. Òneed of existential maintenance and universal integrationÓ (Nuttin,

Pieron, Buitendijk, 1965),
6. Òbasic needs for selfdetermination, protection and dignityÓ (Kelman,

1983, 1995)
7. Òneed to identify oneself and to argument, in a narrative way, the

identifications and their continuityÓ (Marco y Ram’rez, 1998)
8. Òprocesses of meaning constructionÓ (Castells, 1998)
9. Ò individual and social need of continuity between the past, the present

and the futureÓ (PŽrez Ruiz, 1992), and many other references.

But, however it is called Ðwhether what is emphasized is the reflexivity, the search for

meaning, self-respect, liberty, or belongingÐ people still need the feeling of relative

continuity and harmony given by personal identity.

Also the feeling and awareness of belonging to certain human groups that see

themselves with a certain continuity and harmony, given by shared qualities,

representations and meanings jointly set up, which make them feel similar among

themselves and different from other social groups, making our humanity richer.  They

also need to identify their cultural productions as their own and recognize themselves in

them.

It would be too long to reconstruct the way through which I have tried to study several

approaches to identity. At least, I must say that the dictionary definitions are very

limited, giving priority to personal identities, in  detriment of collective ones,  and also,

in detriment of the relations of both (personal and collective) with the identities in the

world of objects created Ðrecreated, interpreted, re-significated - by culture.
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There is, for example, an idea that is implicitly or explicitly present in almost all

definitions. It is a question of identity being a concept not only related to equality, but

also to difference.  Thus, besides equality and difference, the dynamics of identities has

to do with continuity and rupture, with the ÒobjectiveÓ and the subjective, with frontiers

and limits, with the past and the future, with the homogenous and the heterogeneous,

with the sameness and the otherness, with what has been received from previous

generations and with what has been built by the present social actors, with the cognitive

and the affective, with the conscious and the unconscious, etc. This does not avoid that

among the identity discourses we may find tens of works on the need to ÒrescueÓ or

ÒprotectÓ identity, ÒpreserveÓ unity, Òbe faithfulÓ to the past, Òmaintaining the purityÓ of

a given culture (which is absolutely impossible) or on the need to ÒexplainÓ or ÒteachÓ

the new generations what their ÒtrueÓ identity is. All these forms of expression denote

the scarce knowledge that there is on a subject, which on many occasions is taken for

granted as something obvious.

Although it is impossible for me to explain the previously mentioned aspects, I would

like to, at least, make clear a psychological process that is fundamental for

understanding the importance of identities. It is that the establishment of identities may

also be approached as an expression of the cognitive process of categorization, which

helps the subject to understand, put in order, regulate and make, the world he lives in,

predictable. If Òcategorizing is to group objects that are in some way different under the

same nameÓ (Torres, 2000, p.1), this cognitive process may be understood as an aid in

the establishment of identity and a Òcognitive savingÓ that makes the comprehension of

the world easier ( English, Latin lover, Flemish art, Caribbean music), etc.  In our

common life, no matter the strong defense of certain identities, these categories are not

always exclusive. They can appear together, and have different ways of subordination

and interrelation.

Summarizing, it may be said that when talking about identity, reference is made to

processes that allow us to assume that something, in a given moment and context, is

itself and no other (relative equality with itself and difference Ðalso relativeÐ with

others), that its identification and inclusion in categories is possible  and that it has

continuity in time (also relative). In the case of subjective identities, it would be

necessary to add that identity not only means that an individual (or group) is the same

and no other, but, above all, that it is conscious of being himself (or itself) in a relatively
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coherent and continuous way through the changes. But I will try to extend more and be

more specific further on.

After reviewing a large bibliography, it is almost evident that this possibility of

identifying, of being something and not another, seems the most common and primary

characteristic of identity, in the popular, literary, journalistic, business uses,  as well as

in the scientific ones. It is also the most universal, whether we are talking of Latin

American psychology, the work of Picasso, western civilization, the Cubans or the

Catalans.

Berger and Luckmann (1968), followed by many other authors nowadays, consider that

identity has to do with frontiers and limits, equalities and differences that only make

sense in the context where certain meanings were built, endowed with  Òobjective

facticityÒ by subjective processes.

Thus, identity is not something that is there, waiting to be discovered. It needs to be

thought about, recognized, established and accepted Ðnegotiated, some would sayÐ in a

practical and communicational process, during human activities and interactions. One

example of this could be construction of the European Union.

However, being more particular with respect to human identities, although the general

issues presented up to now may be considered valid, we are forced to continue the

analysis with other dimensions and characteristics, more typical of individual and

collective identities.

People are not only aware of their sameness and continuity; they also have the ability

known as reflexivity, which for many authors is what enables individuals and groups to

keep a particular account  of their lives and rethink themselves.

But not only the past is considered. In a broader sense reflexivity as our ability to look

at the past and modify the present according to it, or modify the past according to the

present. Neither the past nor the present remain fixed. In certain historical

circumstances or confrontations with other cultures, in the presence of the ÒotherÓ, it is

almost impossible not to develop a greater awareness of identity, especially when what

seemed to be natural is invaded, repressed, resisted or simply made evident. I think this

is what happened in Latin America during the process of construction the new republics

and after the Cuban Revolution, during the sixties. It is also a part of the tragedy of

emigrants everywhere in the world.
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But let us go on. Another side we must not ignore is that an important part of our

reflexive thinking has to do with belonging to groups. Henry Tajfel has defined the

social identity as that part of an individualÕs self-concept that comes from the

knowledge of belonging to a social group (or groups) together with the appreciation

and emotional meaning associated with that belonging (1984, p.292). In the same way,

it is his opinion that Òno matter how rich and complex the idea that the individuals have

of themselves is with respect to the physical or social world surrounding them, some

aspects of this idea are provided by belonging to certain groups or social categoriesÓ (p.

292).

Besides making it clear that all identities are social , we can say that  the set of

collective identities of each individual Ðnational, community, ethnic, religious, gender,

race, profession and other identitiesÐ though they may be the same for all in a given

place and time, constitute a sort of particular gestalt, which is simply unrepeatable,

unique. To a great extent this gestalt, this particular way of combining, expressing, and

recounting about our belonging to one or another categories and groups, is our personal

identity.

The possibilities of change of these inclusions and feelings of belonging is enormous

and implies, for each person, not a passive assimilation of standards and values, which

are proposed by society, but their active reception. But this activity is not only external

or visibly interactive; it is also the constant discursive redesigning and reconsideration

of the personal history, supported on different psychological processes, such as

memory and reflexivity.

Therefore, many present researchers prefer to speak about acts of identification, which

are intentional, directional and objective, located in given settings (Rosa, Blanco,

Huerta y otros, 1995).  These acts of identification involve processes of experience

integration by which the people far from being Òcollectors of their pastÓ are chroniclers

that constantly shape and reconstruct the past, integrating it with the present and

projecting it towards the future. In this way they achieve a sense of continuity,

sameness and belonging to social groups (Serrano, 1995).

Taking into account the previous considerations and trying to go on to a more limited

specific definition of human identities, it seems adequate to summarize that when
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speaking of identity of an individual or collective subject we are referring to processes

that enable us to assume that said subject in a given time and context, is and has

conscience of being himself, and that that self conscience is expressed ( with more or

less elaboration or awareness) in his ability to be different from others, identify himself

with certain categories, develop feelings of belonging, look at himself with reflexivity

and narratively establish his continuity through transformations and changes.

In this definition I try to include the contributions of the main approaches to human

identities:

1) the ÒobjectiveÓ  (How are we Cubans?)

2) the subjective I- self perceptions. (How is our self perception?)

3) the subjective II- auto categorization or belonging (from what groups do I

feel part?)

4) the approaches based on discourse analysis. (What kind of identity discourse

is characteristic of a group, a newspaper, a political party, etc.

Each one of these approaches have their characteristic methods in the empirical study

of identity. For me they have all been necessary.

A few final words about the process by which these identities are established. In the

activity and communication with the family and the rest of society, a process of

internalization and appropriation of cultural tools such as language, and of the traits,

meanings and representations, takes place, both, in the individual  and in groups. But

this process is not unidirectional nor mechanical, nor exclusively cognitive.

I would like to emphasize, looking at it in a historical cultural, and humanistic way, that

in the interaction and communication with the others and the material world, children

develop creative and personal ways of relating to reality.

Verbal and non verbal ways of communication, meanings and senses shared by the

social environment that surround the children, the past memories, values, attitudes,

traditions, habits, customs, tastes, prejudices, expectations and social symbols are

received by growing children, first through the closest adults, that tell and interpret past

experiences; and afterwards by new and more varied influences in school, friends, the

community and, of course, the media.



9

Very early the child participates in Òpublic ways of remindingÓ such as rites, parades,

tributes, popular festivities, visits to monuments, and family celebrations by which he

establishes bonds, assuming the memories preserved and transmitted by the cultural

environment as his own. Even the personal memories are recalled or forgotten by the

action of the adults, that ÒchooseÓ what is going to be pictured, filmed, retold or

silenced.

The others are there since ever, much before language is acquired, they accompany us

through life as significant figures, cultural referents, myths, power figures, and their

function is much more that of giving external definitions received during social

interactions.

The actions of the adults and of other power figures are not by themselves sufficient to

manipulate the memory and identities; personal experiences are necessary. On the other

hand, although individuals may have important personal experiences and are inserted in

groups that have also had significant stories and events, the occurrence of both is not

the only guarantee of memory and identity. An adequate level of participation and

satisfaction of certain needs is necessary for people to become identified with new

groups, as well as social practices of recollection, which favor certain facts and build

symbols and meanings that are transmitted to them

In this way, social interaction and the experiences of the subjects, apart from the

influences of history and power, are all important and inseparable elements for the

construction of a personal identity in the activity, although through life and under

different social conditions, the role of some factors and the others may be more or less

significant.

For the construction of collective identities, the principle may be the same only more

varied and complex. And, of course, when I speak of the constructing collective

identities, I am not referring to the inclusion of a subject in an already existing identity,

but to the appearance of a new category, of a new social group.

When a boy or girl is born, they know, love, identify themselves and may even go so

far as to die for a homeland, a culture, a symbol, or a value, they do not need to create

them (although they must recreate and enrich them). These identities are there waiting

for them. But the categories and groups where we join, no matter how ÒfinishedÓ they

are at the time of our ÒarrivalÓ, they had also their process of construction and can

change, split, disappear or give place to new categories in many different ways. In this



10

sense, as stated by  Manuel Castells (1998) it is easy to agree that all identities are

constructed; the essential thing is how?, from what?, by whom?, and for what?.

We can say that a collective identity has been formed, when it manages to consider and

express itself as ÒweÓ and in some way or another, more or less solid, more or less

conscious, is able to share traits, meanings and representations, an image of them, and

feelings associated with belonging. In short, a new collective identity appears where a

group of persons can be identified externally and internally as a collectivity,  and is

aware of being itself and no other, it can name and identify its particularity by a

category (ÒMarxistÓ, ÒecologistÓ) concerning which the members develop and share

memories, representations, feelings of belonging, cultural practices, meanings,

narratives,  that support certain continuity within the change and give sense to their

lives.

Outlining things a bit, it is possible to say that a new identity requires , mainly, the

elements which in one way or another have been privileged by the four approaches

mentioned above: 1) objective characteristics that distinguish some identity groups

from the other, 2) subjective elaborations of the common characteristics, 3) feelings

and representations associated with belonging to the group and allowing the members

to auto categorize themselves as such and 4) discourse processes that enable not only to

name. but to identify, express a feeling and permanently build those social

psychological and cultural spaces of belonging.

The fact is, according to my point of view, that the varied approaches are all necessary

and reflect a part of the phenomenon and, on the other hand, the structure of all the

collective identities, although they may respond to certain general regularities, cannot

be explained in exactly the same way. On one hand this is due to the many differences

they show Ðof social importance, origin, meaning, depth, etc.Ð (Billig,1998), and on the

other, to the various circumstances that may at some time or another influence their

structure. Thus, the structure of collective identities seems more suitable at two levels,

a more general one, supported on concepts allowing us to ÒcoverÓ almost all the

specific cases, and another more particular one, supported on the different mechanisms

that turn out to be relevant according to the circumstances and the types of identities.

At a more general level I propose to continue operating with a historical cultural

perspective. Although it is rather frequent that the studies from this point of view refer

to the formation, in the individual subjects, of the identifications with already formed
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groups and not to the preparation and development of new identity categories. The

authors that support the Historical cultural School share the conception that the

formation of identities has to do with active personas (not passive or receptive ones),

interacting in everyday life, communicating and acting in socio-cultural contexts with

the mediation of language and other semiotic tools that contribute to the differentiation

between significant ÒusÓ and ÒothersÓ. In this mediated activity the traits and reason

that unite the communities (which need not always be equal), shared representations

about them and the categories and feelings that give name and cohesion to this

belonging are formed.

Other factors such as the group cohesion mechanisms, building, supply and even

controlled from above ÓsaleÓ of new spaces of belonging, symbolic universes or

ÒlooksÓ, the external categorization or labeling, the strategies for building and

maintenance of  limits and the actions of Òunderground networksÓ that little by little

build other cultural codes and defy the dominant ones. And, in all these cases, the

consolidation of each new identity in the presence of Òsignificant othersÓ that help to

underline the difference and make it conscious.

Covering all these possibilities with the historical cultural explanation may seem a

merely rhetorical resort. But what I want to say is that it is not enough to speak of

interactions outside the historicity of the processes and the cultural heritage and that the

manipulated action of power is also not enough. Besides it emphasizes that the people,

participating and creating in socio-cultural environments, actively and intentionally

construct their identities using not only language as a mediator, but all the elements of

the spiritual and material culture of the peoples.

Considering the points of view discussed and returning to the point from which I began

(remember I said that my research work is about national and other collective identities

in Cuba), when I say, for example, that the Cubans have a strong source of national

identity Ðalthough other identities requiring more recognition and study may be

presentÐ this goes beyond whether they are in Cuba or not, or whether they support the

revolutionary process or not. When I speak of the strong national identity, I want to

emphasize that the Cubans, in their diversity, share many traits, meanings and

representations that characterize us from east to west, are conscious of these traits and

feelings, have a popular speech, and in other types of discourse speak of a ÒweÓ of
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which they are aware and proud and are able to recount, and narrate their continuity in

time. Our challenge now, as Cuban social scientists, is, precisely, to help understand

the relative heterogeneity of our identity and the need to build the unity on the basis of

the understanding that tolerance towards diversity, far from weakening, may strengthen

national identity.

And, to end here, I think, in spite of the differences that exist between my reality and

yours, these concerns perhaps may be shared. Especially, because as JosŽ Mart’, one of

the greatest Latin American thinker, expressed: above the hate for races,

ÒThe universal human identity should always rise victoriouslyÓ. That and none other

should be the sense of our task as men and women concerned with our environment and

cultures, in this saturated and aggressive world.

*******************


