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Introduction

“At the crux of both sides of identity
politics is a simple problem: No one
wants to get left behind.”

— “The Battle over Identity
Politics, Explained,” by
German Lopez, Vox,
December 2, 2016

\ T hile once the term “identity politics” was a bit esoteric, today
\ it is one that many people in the United States are familiar
with. This is because identity politics has once again resurged
to become a point of contention and debate in many political
conversations. But what is identity politics? Put very simply,
identity politics refers to the belief that people who share certain
commonalities (such as race, gender, or sexual orientation) can
fight together for a common political goal. According to identity
politics, these people can be grouped together based on their
identities and can organize politically in a more effective way than
through party line politics itself.

While some form of identity politics has been around for
centuries, the term first surfaced in the 1960s and 1970s. This
was when progressive groups organized around their common
goals—and were largely successful. For example, in the civil rights
movement in the United States, African Americans formed alliances
based on the way they had been oppressively treated because of
their race. Together, they demanded more civil rights and more
equitable treatment and were successful with the passage of the
landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964, which outlawed discrimination
based on race, religion, gender, or national origin. Similarly, the
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Identity Politics

them, doing this allows us to be divided into “us” and “them”—
and that’s no way to make a more just and equitable world for all.

The viewpoints in Identity Politics (Opposing Viewpoints)
examine the complexities of this hot topic, including criticism
leveraged on both sides of the political spectrum and the ways
in which the right and left have used identity politics to their
advantage. Authors present diverse perspectives in chapters
titled “How Has Identity Politics Historically Shaped Policy
and Law?,” “How Has Identity Politics Incorporated or Ignored
Intersectionality?,” "How Has Identity Politics Ignored Other Useful
Ways of Political Organizing?,” and “How Can Identity Politics
Become a More Useful Political Organizing Tool in the Future?”
These viewpoints will encourage you to think more deeply not
only about your own identity and its place in the political arena,
but also about the role of identity in politics more generally.
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Chapter Preface

he viewpoints in this chapter examine identity politics through

alens of political and social history. The first viewpoint in this
chapter, written by Matthew Yglesias, argues that identity politics
is a necessity. In fact, all politics can boil down to identity politics.

However, this standpoint is refuted by the historical examination
of the topic by Joan D. Mandle. For Mandle, a professor of
sociology and women's studies, identity politics emerges from
a particular moment in the women's liberation movement and
the civil rights movement. While it may have led to successful
political organizing, it has become transformed into a zero-sum
game that positions groups of people against one another and
solidifies oppressive structures.

Following Mandleé’s critique of identity politics are discussions
of the resurgence of white nationalism, which has recently been
rebranded as the “alt-right” movement. White nationalist leaders
David Duke and others, such as alt-right movement founder Richard
Spencer, have used identity politics to advance a racist ideology that
appeals to groups of disaffected and disadvantaged young men like
Nathan Benjamin Damigo, an Iraqi War veteran, former Marine,
and avowed “identitarian.” For identitarians, political organization
revolves around race and ethnicity. Identitarians like Damigo feel
that they have suffered from the rise of multiculturalism and that
they must fight to ensure a place in the world for white men of
BEuropean descent.

Thus, while identity politics is responsible for many victories in
regard to civil liberties, it also has a dark underbelly whereby some
groups can actively and unapologetically work for racist principles.
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Identity Politics

As you read, consider the following questions:

1. Why might the popularity of identity politics be a “useful
shock” to the media?

S

According to the author, which identities are emphasized
in identity politics? Why?

3. Why is identity inextricably tied to politics, according to
the viewpoint?

S omething that I thought I noticed soon after I graduated
college and moved to DC was that a lot of my female friends
were very interested in the subject of street harassment. Later,
thanks to the magic of social media and web traffic I learned that
T'd misconstrued this entirely. Its not that women I was friends
with were very interested in this subject. Women in general were
interested. Their interest wasn't exactly invisible to me—I was
hearing about it in person from friends—Dbut ten or 12 years ago
those friends’ interest wasn't refracted back and validated by
the larger media ecosystem the way it is today. Tt seemed like
an idiosyncratic obsession rather than what it is: an alarmingly
widespread social malady that a male-dominated media culture
had kind of swept under the rug.

Another thing you see in the web traffic stats is that the
American public’s appetite for internecine warfare between diaspora
Jewish intellectuals about what is and is not the appropriate attitude
to have toward Israel is quite limited.

When you stop and think about it, this is perfectly obvious
(indeed, if youre not Jewish it probably didn't even require
thought). But in a world where the New York Times columnist
rotation features more Jews than women of any ethnic background,
it’s easy for a person (like me!) with demographic attributes very
typical of the prestige media to be blind to the ways particularist
identities were shaping coverage decisions.

This is, 1 think, the problem with [the] idea of “identity
politics” as a shorthand for talking about feminism or anti-racism.

| 20
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Identity Politics

Denial of this reality, it seems to me, is actually a key failing
of a certain brand of American liberalism. Conservatives may
join some white male liberals in decrying “identity politics,” but
nobody knows better than conservatives the power and importance
of identities like Christian, American, traditional family, etc., in
shaping thinking and giving meaning to political engagement.

Indeed, we just saw a species of this failure of American
liberalism in the Obama administration’s swiftly abandoned plan
to kill tax-subsidized 529 accounts. The entire politics of this
ended up hinging not on economic models, but on the question
of whether a certain class of professional couple earning a low-
six figure income should be considered “middle class” Or look at
how Obama’s effort to raise middle-class incomes in a way that
encourages work morphed into a “war on homemakers.”

All politics is, on some level, identity politics. The idea that
it’s some special attribute of black politics or feminist politics is
just blindness. And while identity politics can be practiced in bad
ways or in pursuit of bad goals, that’s simply to say that politics can
be practiced both for good and for ill. The idea that gendered or
ethnic claims are despoiling a liberalism of pure selves and neutral
rationality is little more than an unselfconscious form of identity
politics. Politics is about collective decisions. This necessarily
implicates individuals’ identities by defining who is inside and
who is outside the community of concern and under what terms.

The trend by which modern digital media forces publications to
be more aware of what resonates with audiences is not an unalloyed
good. But given the centrality of identity to politics of all kinds
and the badly skewed demographics at the commanding heights
of the American media ecosystem, this particular aspect of the
trend is pretty clearly change for the better.
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Identity Politics

As you read, consider the following questions:

I. How does the author distinguish identity from the
beginning of the viewpoint?

!\)

What is one of the many reasons the author gives for why
identity politics fails?

3. Why does the author say that radical politics are

not appealing?

I dentity is the process of creating and maintaining borders,
L creating different kinds of people. This keeps the world
packaged in tidy little boxes. These boxes, in turn, are necessary
for the violence and domination of hierarchical societies. There
cannot be masters or slaves, bosses or workers, men or women,
whites or blacks, leaders or followers, heterosexuals or queers,
without identity.

Social movement', both past and present, often attempts to
use identity as a tool of liberation. Movement based on gender,
sexual orientation, class, ethnic and ability identities all have some
success in challenging hicrarchy and oppression. By no means
do I mean to diminish the impact of past and present activism.
Personally, my life would have been much more difficult before
feminist and gay liberation/equality movement arose. I argue that
identity politics is inherently limited in its ability to challenge
hierarchy because it depends upon the same roots as the system
it aims to overthrow. “The master’s tools will never dismantle the
master’s house.™

Does that Mean We Should all Be the Same?
Identity is also the answer to the question, “who am I2”. This is
different from answering, “what kind of person am I?”. Labels
like “woman”, “white” and “heterosexual” tell us about someone’s
position in various hierarchies. These positions, these identities,
are significant to how a person thinks of themselves. But, they
don’t answer the question, “who am I?” Each of us is unique, both
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Identity Politics

Identity encourages isolation. Political ghettos cannot exist
without political identity; and their existence reinforces it. Not only
are the “activists” separated from the “non-activists,” but within a
broad political ghetto, anarchists, feminists, and environmentalists
(amongst others) often see themselves as involved in separate
struggles. People who consider themselves politically active are
separated both from each other and from others who do not share
an “activist” identity. Effective movement for radical social change
cannot be based on such divisions.

Identity reduces social phenomena to individuals. Concepts
like anarchism and racism are social. They are not embodied by
individuals as terms like “anarchist” and “racist” suggest. Rather,
they exist as ideas, practices and relationships. In most societies,
racism is inherent in our institutionalised relationships and
ways of thinking. We can and should be critical of racism, but to
attack people as “racists” can only further alienate them from our
efforts.” Besides, it is a dangerous fantasy to believe that “racists”
can be separated from those of us who are non-racist. Likewise,
anarchism exists throughout every society. Every time people co-
operate without coercion to achieve shared goals, that is anarchy.
Every time someone thinks that people should be able to get along
with each other without domination, that is anarchism. If we only
see racism in “racists,” we will never effectively challenge racism.
If we only see anarchism in “anarchists,” we will miss out on so
many desperately needed sources of inspiration.

Identity encourages purity. If we believe that concepts like
feminism can be embodied in individuals, then some people can
be more feminist than others. This leads to debates about “real
feminists” and how feminists should act (e.g. debates regarding
feminism and heterosexuality). Feminist purity allows for
hierarchy (e.g. more or less and thus better or worse feminists)
and encourages guilt (e.g. asking yourself “should real feminists
think/act like this?”).

Political identity simplifies personal identity. A related problem
for feminist identity, for example, is that it demands we focus

| 26
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Identity Politics

Identity creates opposition. By dividing the world up into
opposing pairs (e.g. men/women, heterosexuals/queers, ruling
class/working-class, whites/blacks), identity creates opposite types
of people who perceive themselves as having opposing interests.
This opposition means that people fail to recognise their common
interests as human beings. The opposition of two forces pushing
against each other means that very little changes.

Identity freezes the fluid. Neither individual identity (the “who
am 1?” kind) nor social organisation are fixed, but are in constant
motion. Political identities require that these fluid processes
are frozen realities with particular characteristics and inherent
interests. In failing to recognise the nature of both identity and
society, political identity can only inhibit radical social change.

It May not Be Perfs

Wt

Still Be a Useful
It is a very good strategy if you don't want to change things very
much. Identity politics fits in nicely within the dominant neo-liberal
ideology. Groups created around oppressed identities can lobby
the state for civil rights. This idea of trying to protect individuals
without changing relationships or systems of organisation is
compatible with the individualistic basis of capitalism and
representative “democracy.”

I would never argue that a strategy has to be “perfect” to be
useful, but it must be consistent with its aims. Ends and means can
only be separated in our minds. If the aim is to reduce or eliminate
hierarchical social divisions (e.g. gender, ethnicity, nationality,
sexual orientation, class), a strategy which depends upon those
very divisions can never be successful,

something larger at the same time that it makes us feel special
were different. In the short-term, this can be very successful defence
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Identity Politics

We should also recognise that people positioned in more
privileged categories may in some ways suffer. At the very least,
people who feel a strong need to dominate and control must
sufler deep insecurities, the results of competition and hierarchy.
Insecurity, domination and control are not conducive to fulfilling
and meaningful relationships with other people. Attacking people
in “privileged” positions does little to dismantle these systems. It
also gives entirely too much credit to people in those positions
—they are both products and producers of systems, just like the
rest of us.

To radically reorganise our society, we should aim to both
diminish systematic domination and suffering and encourage
systematic compassion. Just as apparently disconnected and often
incoherent forms of domination can reinforce and maintaining
each other, so too can a compassionate organisation of society
become systematic and self-sustaining,.

Encouraging people to be more comfortable with sexuality
in general has been a key focus of my own political efforts. But,
sexuality is only one area in which a compassionate and systematic
approach has much more radical potential than politicising identity.

Find sources of suffering, whatever they are, and support and
encourage people to find ways of relating to themselves and others
that reduce that suffering. Help build compassionate, co-operative
institutions (e.g. social centres, support/discussion groups,
mediation services, childcare support, food not bombs). Tell
people when you admire or appreciate their efforts. Support people
trying to change their environments (e.g. workplace resistance).
Ofter alternatives to people who are involved in or considering
authoritarian positions (e.g. military, police, business management).

Demonstrating the pleasures and benefits of co-operative,
compassionate organisation offers a strong threat to the world
of borders and guards. I suspect that fragmented groups, anti-
whatever demonstrations, unfriendly, exclusive meetings and
utopian “after the revolution” lectures will never be quite as enticing
to people outside the activist ghetto.
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Identity Politics

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. What are the three “sides” to the debate that Serano

sets oul?

1o

Why have some lesbian-feminists suggested that trans
women should not be included in their movement?

3. How might our understanding of identity politics shift
based on Serano’s definition of an inclusive feminism?

T n 1991, Nancy Jean Burkholder was expelled from the Michigan
Womyn's Music Festival (MWMYFE), the world’s largest annual
women-only event, because festival workers suspected that she was
A trans woman—that is, someone who was assigned a male sexat
birth but who identifies and lives as female. That incident sparked
protests from a burgeoning transgender movement to challenge
what eventually came to be known as the festival’s “womyn-born-
womyn”-only policy, which effectively bars trans women from
attending. The protests evolved into Camp Trans, which continues
to take place just down the road from MWMZFE each year, and
which has become a focal point for a much broader push for
trans-inclusion within feminist and queer communities. Despite
more than 15 years of petitioning, and a growing acceptance of
trans identities in both mainstream society and within queer,
feminist and other progressive circles, the festival still officially
maintains its “womyn-born-womyn”-only policy, and countless
other lesbian- and queer-woman-focused groups and events
continue to harbor dismissive, if not outright disdainful, attitudes
toward trans women. The history of the MWMTF trans woman-
exclusion debate has been retold countless times—often in an
overly simplistic, cut-and-dry manner. The controversy is usually
depicted in one of two ways: either pitting the supposedly out-of-
touch, transphobic lesbian-separatists who run the festival against
a more politically progressive transgender minority, or portraying
transgender activists as bullies who selfishly seek to undermine
one of the few remaining vestiges of women-only space with their
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Identity Politics

Unilateral Sexism and Lesbian-Feminisim

MWME is one of many women-only institutions that grew out
of the lesbian-feminist movement during the 1970s and 1980s. A
dominant ideology within that movement was the belief that sexism
constitutes a unilateral form of oppression—that is, men are the
oppressors, and women the oppressed, end of story. While more
liberal or reform-minded feminists of that time period focused
primarily on the most obvious examples of sexism (e.g., wage
and workplace discrimination, sexual harassment, reproductive
rights, etc.), lesbian- (and other radical) feminists extended their
critiques of sexism to include many taken-for-granted aspects of
gender and sexuality. They argued, for example, that masculinity
is inherently dominating and oppressive and that femininity is
necessarily associated with objectification and subjugation, and
that both forms of gender expression are merely products of
socialization rather than natural aspects of people. According
to this perspective, a first step toward overturning sexism is for
individuals to distance themselves from ways of being that are
associated with male domination and female subjugation and
instead revert to more natural (and presumably androgynous)
forms of gender and sexual expression.

Lesbian-feminist critiques did not solely take aim at the
heterosexual mainstream; they also targeted other sexual minorities
whose gender and sexual practices were deemed (in their view) to
emulate unilateral sexism. This includes those who engage in BDSM
(who were seen as reinforcing dominant/submissive sexual roles),
and butch and femme lesbians, drag performers, cross-dressers, and
transsexuals (who were all seen as reinforcing masculine/feminine
gender roles). While lesbian-feminists derided many forms of
what we would now call transgender expression, the bulk of their
contempt was directed squarely at trans women and others on the
trans feminine spectrum. This attitude stemmed both from the
assumption that trans women are “really men” (i.e., oppressors) and
that femininity is tantamount to a “slave status.” Thus, according to
this logic, trans female and trans feminine individuals were viewed
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Identity Politics

Queer theory shares the lesbian-feminist belief that many
aspects of gender and sexuality are culturally derived (rather than
natural), but takes this notion one step further by bringing into
question the very categories upon which sexisms are based. This is
often accomplished by critiquing, subverting and deconstructing
the “gender binary”—that is, the assumption that there are only
two legitimate genders: feminine women and masculine men. For
this reason, many queer theorists became particularly interested in
transgender people, whom they sometimes hailed for challenging
traditional notions about femaleness and maleness. This view is
in sharp contrast to lesbian-feminist perspectives, which claimed
that these same individuals reinforced oppressive sex roles.

Queer theory both influenced, and was influenced by, the rise
of transgender activism—a movement to unite previously disparate
gender-variant communities around the idea that these groups
are all targeted for discrimination because they transgress binary
gender norms. Activists such as Kate Bornstein, Leslie Feinberg,
Riki Wilchins and countless others mobilized many transgender
spectrum folks, and won over many feminist and queer allies, by
positioning the transgender community as the cutting edge of a
much broader movement to shatter the gender binary. In 1999,
Wilchins and other transgender activists took this approach to
MWME, where they revived Camp Trans (after a five-year hiatus)
and challenged the “womyn-born-womyn”-only policy on the basis
that it is rooted in outdated, binary assumptions about gender.

The idea that transgender identities and expression subvert the
gender binary did much to increase transgender-inclusion within
feminist and queer spaces. However, this approach did not benefit

all transgender people equally. Because transgender-inclusion
was explicitly linked to gender transgression and subverting the
gender binary, those individuals who did not identify within the
gender binary—for example, people who are genderqueer, gender-
fluid, or who engage in “genderfuck” (purposefully playing or
screwing with gender expression and presentation)—tended to
be most celebrated, whereas transsexuals—especially those who
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to perform on the festival stage. It has also become increasingly
common for MWMF supporters to claim that the festival is a place
for those who have grown up female in a patriarchal society, an
interpretation that conveniently enables trans men to attend but
not trans women. Indeed, this growing inclusion of trans men has
not yielded a similar inclusion of trans women; in fact, many fee
that it has only served to make trans women more invisible and
irrelevant within queer women’s communities.

Trans-Misogyny, Intersectionality and

“Second Wave” Transgender Activism

I personally became involved in the MWMEF trans woman-
exclusion issue in 2003 when I attended Camp Trans. This was a
turning-point year for the protest, as organizers began to make
a purposeful effort to focus specifically on working toward trans
woman-inclusion (rather than “transgender-inclusion” more
generally) and to try to shift the dynamics of the protest from
one that favored trans men and others on the trans masculine
spectrum to one that is equally welcoming of, and empowering for,
trans women. It was there that I first had in-depth conversations
with other trans women about how people on the trans feminine
spectrum tend to be more routinely derided and demonized— both
in mainstream society and within lesbian and queer women'’s spaces
like MWMF—than our trans masculine counterparts. It was clear
to many of us that this phenomenon was not simply the result of
the fact that we “transgress gender norms” (something both trans
masculine and trans feminine folks do). Rather, it seemed to be
driven more by traditional sexism-—that is, the presumption that
femaleness and femininity are inferior to, or less legitimate than,
maleness and masculinity.

Over the last five years, trans feminine feminists have begun
to articulate a new perspective on feminism and trans activism
that better captures our own experiences dealing with sexism.
This approach is not so much rooted in queer theory as it is in
intersectionality—a theory that grew out of the work of feminists
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on individuals on the trans feminine spectrum——often specifically
targeting our desire to be female or our feminine presentation.
While trans men experience cissexism, their desire to be male/
masculine is typically not mocked or derided in the same way-—
to do so would bring maleness/masculinity itself into question.
Thus, those of us on the trans feminine spectrum don’t merely
experience cissexism or “transphobia” so much as we experience
trans-misogyny.

Trans feminine perspectives on sexism have shaken up the
dynamics of long-standing feminist debates about trans individuals
and inclusion. For example, lesbian-feminist critiques of queer
theory and transgender activism have charged that focusing
primarily on transgressing or blurring the distinction between
“woman” and “man” does nothing to address the affect that
traditional sexism has on women’s lives. Trans feminine feminists
typically agree with this lesbian-feminist critique and further
extend it to address the many ways in which traditional sexism
impacts our own lives, both as women and as trans women.

Trans feminine feminists have also taken issue with the ways
in which others have defined and positioned us in the MWMF
inclusion debate. For example, queer theorists and transgender
activists often argue for inclusion on the basis that transgender
people transgress or subvert the gender binary. Trans women
have challenged this approach for being both masculine-centric
(as it favors trans masculine individuals) and cissexist (as the
presumption that we blur or subvert the gender binary is the direct
result of people viewing us as “fake” and “illegitimate” women in
the first place). Lesbian-feminists, on the other hand, typically
argue that trans women should be denied entrance into women-
only spaces such as MWMF because we were born and socialized
male. These claims are also masculine-centric (as they emphasize
supposedly “male/masculine” aspects of our history over our female
identities and lived experiences as women) and cissexist (as they
presume that our female identities are less legitimate than those
of cissexual women).
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history, or claiming that they don’t feel 100 percent like a “man”
(even though their appearance definitely reads “man”). Such claims
reinforce the popular misconception that transsexual gender
identities should not be taken seriously, and thus has had a direct
negative impact on trans women’s inclusion in these same spaces.
In a sense, these trans men seem to want to have it both ways:
being men in the male-centered mainstream and then being “not-
men” in queer/women’s/feminist spaces. This places trans women
in no-win situation: We are treated as second-class citizens in
the male-centered mainstream because we are women, and then
further derided for supposedly being privileged, infiltrating “men”
in queer/feminist/womens spaces.

This growing “gender gap” between trans masculine and trans
feminine communities is not unique to the MWMF trans woman-
exclusion debate, but can be seen in other areas of transgender
activism. While trans men used to be a minority in the trans
community, over the last 15 years their numbers have significantly
increased and, in many cities and college campuses, they have
come to dominate transgender organizations and activism. This
prominence is often enabled by the trans-masculinist leanings of
feminist and queer activism (which tend to be suspicious of, or
less welcoming toward, trans women both before and after our
transitions). Trans men also enjoy significant social advantages
over trans women, both because they physically tend to “pass”
as cissexuals more often and more easily than trans women, and
because of the male privilege they experience post-transition.
Trans women—especially those who transition at a young age
and who thus do not benefit significantly from male privilege
pre-transition—have more difficulties finding and maintaining
employment, are more susceptible to poverty, and are more likely
to engage in survival sex work to make ends meet. There is a
growing sense among many trans women that previous models
of transgender activism have largely ignored these trans female/
feminine-specific issues in a manner similar to how progressive
movements during the 1960s largely ignored woman-specific
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exclusion issue has received an undeserved amount of activist
attention. And the fact that tickets to this weeklong festival cost
several hundred dollars—a luxury many trans folks cannot atlord
—is often cited by those who view MWME’s policy as primarily a
middle-class trans issue. While MWMEF is not the most pressing
trans-related issue out there, such critiques miss the larger picture.
This is not about the desire to simply attend one music festival.
Rather, for lesbian and bisexual trans women, this is about us
being able to participate in our own queer women’s community
—a community in which we face anywhere from antagonism to
irrelevancy on a regular basis.

Perhaps more importantly, this is about us being able to have
a voice within feminism more generally. MWME is not only the
world’s largest annual women-only event, but historically it's been
a focal point for dialogues and debates on a wide range of feminist
issues. As someone who has experienced firsthand the substantial
difference between what it’s like to be treated as a woman and
as a man, and who now experiences both misogyny and trans-
misogyny in my day-to-day life, I have found feminism to be an
indispensable foundation for me to make sense of my experiences
and to articulate the obstacles and issues that I face. For many of us
who are trans women, this is about having a voice in a movement
that is incommensurably vital to us.

For years, trans women have effectively had no voice in
MWME. During that time, many cissexual women and trans
masculine attendees have tried to advocate on our behalf inside
the festival. While their intensions may have been sincere, the
fact that they entered into a space that excludes trans women, and
that they claimed to speak for us (despite not having had a trans
female/feminine life experience themselves), their actions further
contributed to the erasure of our voices and perspectives. While the
“womyn-born-womyn”-only policy remains in effect to this day,
MWMTF stopped formally expelling trans women from the festival
in 2006 (although they still insist that any trans woman who attends
is “choosing to disrespect the stated intention of this festival”).
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