e LN s ot A A L RN el 0 40 9 s B Bl dotnnr'

A et

%S

o T TR RN A iAo B GRS AN A i

Adams, Maurianne, Blumenfeld, Warren J., Castaneda, Carmelita (Rosie),

Hackman, Heather W., Peters, Madeline L., and Zuniga, Ximena, eds.

Readings for Diversity and Social Justice (2" ed). Routledge: New York,

2010. Print.

entity

“Who Am 1?”
Beverly Daniel Tatum

The concept of identity is a complex one, shaped by individual characteristics, family
dynamics, historical factors, and social and political contexts. Who am I? The answer
depends in large part on who the world around me says I am. Who do my parents say Iam?
Who do my peers say I am? What message is reflected back to me in the faces and voices
of my teachers, my neighbors, store clerks? What do I learn from the media about myself?

-How am I represented in the cultural images around me? Or am I missing from the picture

altogether? . . . What has my social context been? Was I surrounded by people like myself,
or was I part of a minority in my community? Did I grow up speaking standard English at
home or another language or dialect? Did I live in a rural county, an urban neighborhood,
a sprawling suburb, or on a reservation? ;

‘Who I'am (or say I am) is a product of these and many other factors. Erik Erikson, the
psychoanalytic theorist who coined the term identity crisis, introduced the notion that the
social, cultural, and historical context is the ground in which individual identity is embed-
ded. Acknowledging the complexity of identity as a concept, Erikson writes,

We deal with a process “located” in the core of the individual and yet also in the core
of his communal culture. . . . In psychological terms, identity formation employs a
process of simultaneous reflection and observation, a process taking place on all levels
of mental functioning, by which the individual judges himself in the light of what he
perceives to be the way in which others judge him in comparison to themselves and to
a typology significant to them.
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WHO AM I? MULTIPLE IDENTITIES

Integrating one’s past, present, and future into a cohesive, unified sense of self is a complex
task that begins in adolescence and continues for a lifetime. . . . The salience of particular
aspects of our identity varies at different moments in our lives. The process of integrating
the component parts of our self-definition is indeed a lifelong journey. ’

Which parts of our identity capture our attention first? While there are surely idiosyn-

cratic responses to this question, a classroom exercise I regularly use with my psychol-
ogy students reveals a telling pattern. I ask my students to completé the sentence, “I am
» using as many descriptors as they can think of in sixty seconds. All kinds of
trait descriptions are used—friendly, shy, assertive, intelligent, honest, and so on—but over
the years I have noticed something else. Students of color usually mention their racial or
ethnic group: for instance, I am Black, Puerto Rican, Korean American. White students
who have grown up in strong ethnic enclaves occasionally mention being Irish or Italian.
But in general, White students rarely mention being White. When I use this exercise in
coeducational settings, I notice a similar pattern in terms of gender, religion, and sexuality.
Women usually mention being female, while men don’t usually mention their maleness.
Jewish students often say they are Jews, while mainline Protestants rarely mention their
religious identification. A student who is comfortable revealing it publicly may mention
being gay, lesbian, or bisexual. Though I know most of my students ate heterosexual, it is
very unusual for anyone to include their heterosexuality on their list. '

Common across these examples is that in the areas where a person is a member of
the dominant or advantaged social group, the category is usually not -mentioned. That
element of their identity is so taken for granted by them that it goes without comment. It
is taken for granted by them because it is taken for granted by the dominant culture. In
Eriksonian terms, their inner experience and outer circumstance are in harmony with one
another, and the image reflected by others is similar to the image within. In the absence of
dissonance, this dimension of identity escapes conscious attention.

The parts of our identity that do capture our attention are those that other people notice,
and that reflect back to us. The aspect of identity that is the target of others’ attention,
and subsequently of our own, often is that which sets us apart as exceptional or “other”
in their eyes. In my life I have been perceived as both. A precocious child who began to
read at age three, I stood out among my peers because of my reading ability. This “gifted”
dimension of my identity was regularly commented upon by teachers and classmates alike,
and quickly became part of my self-definition. But I was also distinguished by being the
only Black student in the class, an “other,” a fact I grew increasingly aware of as I got older.

While there may be countless ways one might be defined as exceptional, there are at
least seven categories of “otherness” commonly experienced in U.S. society. People are
commonly defined as other on the basis of race or ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual orienta-
tion, $ocioeconomic status, age, and physical or mental ability. Each of these categories has
a form of oppression associated with it: racism, sexism, religious oppression/anti-Semitism,
heterosexism, classism, ageism, and ableism, respectively. In each case, there is a group
considered dominant (systematically advantaged by the society because of group member-
ship) and a group considered subordinate or targeted (systematically disadvantaged). When
we think about our multiple identities, most of us will find that we are both dominant and
targeted at the same time. But it is the targeted identities that hold our attention and the
dominant identities that often go unexamined.
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THE COMPLEXITY OF IDENTITY |

-DOMINATION AND SUBORDINATION

Dominant groups, by definition, set the parameters within which the subordinates oper-
ate. The dominant group holds the power and authority\n society relative to the subordi-
nates and determines how that power and authority may be acceptably used. Whether it
is reflected in determining who gets the best jobs, whose history will be taught in school,
or whose relationships will be validated by society, the dominant group has the greatest
influence in determining the structure of the society. :

The relationship of the dominants to the subordinates is often one in which the targeted
group is labeled as defective or substandard in significant ways. For example, Blacks have
historically been characterized as less intelligent than Whites, and women have been viewed
as less emotionally stable than men. The dominant group assigns roles to the subordinate
that reflect the latter’s devalued status, reserving the most highly valued roles in the society
for themselves. Subordinates are usually said to be innately incapable of performing the
preferred roles. To the extent that those in the target group internalize the images that the
dominant group reflects back to them, they may find it difficult to believe in their own

ability.

The dominant group is seen as the norm for humanity. . . . Consequently, it remains per-
fectly acceptable in many circles to tell jokes that denigrate a particular group, to exclude
subordinates from one’s neighborhood or work setting, or to oppose initiatives that might
change the power balance.

The truth is that the dominants do not really know what the experience of the sub-
ordinates is. In contrast, the subordinates are very well informed about the dominants.
Even when firsthand experience is limited by social segregation, the number and variety
of images of the dominant group available through television, magazines, books, and
newspapers provide subordinates with plenty of information about the dominants. The
dominant worldview has saturated the culture for all to learn. Even the Black or Latino
child living in a segregated community can enter White homes of many kinds daily via the
media. However, dominant access to information abouit the subordinates is often limited to
stereotypical depictions of the “other.” For example, there are many images of heterosexual
relations on television, but very few images of gay or lesbian domestic partnerships beyond
the caricatures of comedy shows. There are many images of White men and women in all
forms of media, but relatively few portrayals of people of color.

In a situation of unequal power, a subordinate group has to focus on survival. It becomes

very important for subordinates to become highly ‘attuned to the dominants as a way

of protecting themselves. For example, women who have been battered by men often
talk about the height;ned sensitivity they develop to their partners’ moods. Being able to
anticipate and avoid the men’s rage is important to survival.

Survival sometimes means not responding to oppressive behavior directly. To do so
could result in physical harm to oneself, even death. . . .

The use of either strategy, attending very closely to the dominants or not attending at
all, is costly to members of the targeted group. “Not-learning” may mean there are needed
skills that are not acquired. Attending closely to the dominant group may leave little time
or energy to attend to one’s self. Worse yet, the negative messages of the dominant group
about the subordinates may be internalized, leading to self-doubt or, in its extreme form,
self-hate. There are many examples of subordinates attempting to make themselves over
in the image of the dominant group—Jewish people who want to change the Semitic look
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of their noses, Asians who have cosmetic surgery to alter the shapes of their eyes, Blacks
who seek to lighten their skin with bleaching creams, women who want to smoke and
drink “like a man.” Whether one succumbs to the devaluing pressures of the dominant
culture or successfully resists them, the fact is that dealing with oppressive systems from
the underside, regardless of the strategy, is physically and psychologically taxing.

The history of subordinate groups is filled with so-called troublemakers, yet their names
are often unknown. Preserving the record of those subordinates and their dominant allies
who have challenged the status quo is usually of little interest to the dominant culture,
but it is of great interest to subordinates who search for an empowering reflection in the
societal mirror.

Many of us are both dominant and subordinate. As Audre Lorde said, from her vantage
point as a Black lesbian, “There is no hierarchy of oppressions.” The thread and threat of
violence runs through all of the isms. There is a need to acknowledge each other’s pain,
even as we attend to our own.

For those readers who are in the dominant racial category, it may sometimes be difficult
to take in what is being said by and about those who are targeted by racism. When the
perspective of the subordinate is shared directly, an image is reflected to members of the
dominant group that is disconcerting. To the extent that one can draw on one’s own
experience of subordination—as a young person, as a person with a disability, as someone
who grew up poor, as a woman—it may be easier to make meaning of another targeted
group’s experience. For those readers who are targeted by racism and are angered by the
obliviousness of Whites, it may be useful to attend to your experience of dominance where
you may find it—as a heterosexual, as an able-bodied person, as a Christian, as a man—and
consider what systems of privilege you may be overlooking. The task of resisting our own
oppression does not relieve us of the responsibility of acknowledging our complicity in the
oppression of others.

Our ongoing examination of who we are in our full humanity, embracing all of our
identities, creates the possibility of building alliances that may ultimately free us all.



