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ABSTRACT

The political commotion of the world is rising anew. Political challenges and political
turmoil unfold side by side, and at the fore of many current political struggles stands
the notion of “political identity.” Identity is a key asset in citizens’ orientations
toward political issues, their selection of information, and not least their political
participation at large. The character of political challenges and struggles suggests
that we need a revitalized and more comprehensive conceptual framework and
operationalization of political identity. Political identity plays a role inmost political
activity, and the authors engage in elaborating the concept. The discussion presents
the notion of political learning in order to bridge the complex and vigorous relations
between on the one side political orientations and awareness and on the other side
current manifestations of democratic political identities.
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Political Identity, Democratic Empowerment, and Political Learning
INTRODUCTION

Modern sociology has for decades been focusing on the relationship between
individual identity and modernity. Still, writing at a time of climate change, global
warming and the spread of coronavirus, the world seems in a frenzy, and it appears
that Ulrich Beck’s (1992) concept of “risk society “or Anthony Gidden’s (1991) notion
of the need for “ontological security " has never been more topical or relevant than it
is today. Turbulent times challenge democratic politics and governance in Western
countries, and the political commotion of the world is rising anew. Party systems,
in many instances, have failed to produce solutions to vital policy problems, like
immigration, world trade, the spread of pandemic diseases or environmental issues.
All these issues affect politics, as well as how politics is perceived at the individual
level thus affecting political identities. Identity represents a key asset in citizens’
orientations towards political issues, their selection of information and not least their
political participation as a whole. Political identity is at the forefront of many political
debates .The locked conventional thinking of identity politics, however, seems to
permeate most political debates. The character of many political struggles seems
to suggest that we need a more comprehensive conceptual framework of political
identity, and also new insights focusing on how prevailing political identities develop.

The continued significance of political identity and its relation to democratic
liberal ideals is testified by the momentum and worldwide scale of new types of
social movements, such as the #MeToo movement. However, a large segment of
regular citizens have begun to express support for more autocratic ideals (Foa &
Monk, 2017), and conventions of what democratic political identity is (or ought to
be) are in flux. Political scientists have long assumed that ‘democratic consolidation’
is a one-way street: once democracy in a particular country has been consolidated,
the political system is safe and liberal democracy is here to stay. This picture is
no longer evident, and to some democracy gets closer to a ‘moribund’ reality in
times in which people in advanced democracies trust their elected politicians less
than second-hand car salesmen (Tormey, 2015). Ordinary citizens have become
increasingly convinced that the political class is not truly representative of their
interests and that representative democracy is not necessarily a trustworthy vehicle
to safeguard social justice. In consequence, there is a lacuna of knowledge about how
and why individuals to a different degree become politically active (or non-active).
Today, we are living in a situation of a complex mix of identities and with a disparate
assemblage of cultures that are too heterogeneous to fit old moulds. Indeed, in the
era of declining collective identity and grand ideologies (also known as ‘reflexive
individualization’), people are increasingly becoming an unpresentable jumble
of individuals and identities (Tormey, 2015). The changing character of political
affiliations, societal cleavages and representative politics has given rise to a number
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