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Identities and Social Locations

Who Am I? Who Are My People?

Gwyn Kirk and Margo Okazawa-Rey

Identity formation is the result of.a complex interplay among individual decisions and
choices, particular life events, community recognition and expectations, and societal cat-
egorization, classification, and socialization. It is an ongoing process that involves several

key questions:

Who am I? Who do I want to be? ,
Who do others think I am and want me to be?
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Who and what do societal and community institutions, such as schools, religious institu-
tions, the media, and the law, say I am?

Where/what/who are my “home” and “community”?

Which social group(s) do I want to affiliate with?

Who decides the answers to these questions, and on what basis?

\

Answers to these questions form the core of our existence. .

The American Heritage Dictionary (1993) defines identity as

the collective aspect of the set of characteristics by which a thing is definitely known or

recognizable;
a set of behavioral or personal characteristics by which an individual is recognizable as a

member of a group;

The same dictionary defines o identify as “to associate or affiliate (oneself) closely with
a person or group; to establish an identification with another or others.”

These definitions point to the connections between us as individuals and how we are
perceived by other people and classified by societal institutions. They also involve a sense
of individual agency and choice regarding affiliations with others. Gender, race, ethnicity,
class, nationality, sexual orientation, age, religion, disability, and language are all significant
social categories by which people are recognized by others. Indeed, on the basis of these
categories alone, others often think they know who we are and how we should behave.
Personal decisions about our affiliations and loyalties to. specific groups are also shaped
by these categories. For example, in many communities of color women struggle over the
question of race versus gender. Is race a more important factor than gender in shaping
their lives? If a-Latina speaks out publicly about sexism within the Latino community, is
she betraying her people? This separation of categories, mirrored by our segregated social
lives, tends to set up false dichotomies in which people often feel that they have to choose
one aspect of their identity over another. It also presents difficulties for mixed-race or
bisexual people, who do not fit neatly into such narrow categories.

/

BEING MYSELF: THE MICRO LEVEL

At the micro level, individuals usually feel the most comfortable as themselves. Here one’

- can say, for example, “I am a woman, heterosexual, middle class, with a movement disabil-
ity; but I am also much more than those categories.” At this level we define ourselves and
structure our daily activities according to.our own preferences. At the micro level we can
best feel and experience the process of identity formation, which includes naming specific
forces and events that shape our identities. At this level we also seem to have more control
of the process, although there are always interconnections between events and experiences
at this level and the other levels.

Critical life events, such as entering kindergarten, losing a parent through death, separa-
tion, or divorce, or the onset of puberty, may all serve as catalysts for a shift in how we
think about ourselves. A five-year-old Vietnamese American child from a traditional home
and community may experience the first challenge to her sense of identity when her kin-
dergarten teacher admonishes her to speak only in English. A White, middle-class profes-
sional woman who thinks of herself as “a person” and a “competent attorney” may begin
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to see the significance of gender and “the glass ceiling” for women when she witnesses
younger, less experienced male colleagues in her law office passing her by for promotions.
A woman who has been raped who attends her first meeting of a campus group organizing

' against date rape feels the power of connection with other rape survivors and their allies.

An eighty-year-old woman, whose partner of fifty years has just died, must face the reality
of having lost her lifetime companion, friend, and lover. Such experiences shape each
person’s ongoing formulation of self, whether or not the process is conscious, deliberate,
reflective, or even voluntary. '
Identity formation is a lifelong endeavor that includes discovery of the new; recovery
of the old, forgotten, or appropriated; and synthesis of the new and old, as illustrated
by several writers in this chapter who reflect on how their sense of identity has devel-
oped over the coutse of their lives. At especially important junctures during the process,
individuals mark an identity change in tangible ways. An African American woman may
change her name from the anglicized Susan to Aisha, with roots in African culture. A
Chinese Vietnamese immigrant woman, on the other hand, may adopt an anglicized name,
exchanging Nu Lu for Yvonne Lu as part of becoming a U.S. citizen. Another way of mark-
ing and effecting a-shift in identity is by altering your physical appearance: changing your
wardrobe or makeup; cutting your hair very short, wearing it natural rather than permed
or pressed, dyeing it purple, or letting the gray show after years of using hair coloring. . . .

/COMMUNITY RECOGNITION, EXPECTATIONS, AND INTERACTIONS: THE MESO LEVEL

It is at the meso level—at school, in the workplace, or on the street—that people most
frequently ask “Who are you?” or “Where are you from?” in an attempt to categorize uis
and determine their relationship to us. Moreover, it is here that people experience the
complexities, conflicts, and contradictions of multiple identities, which we consider later.

The single most visible signifier of identity is physical appearance. . . . Questions such as
“Where do you come from?” and questioning behaviors, such as feeling the texture of your
hair or asking if you speak a particular language, are commonly used to interrogate people
whose physical appearances especially, but also behaviors, do not match the characteristics

designated as belonging to established categories. At root, we are being asked, “Are you one.

of us or not?” These questioners usually expect singular and simplistic answers, assuming
that everyone will fit existing social categories, which are conceived of as undifferentiated
and unambiguous. Among people with disabilities, for example, people wanting to identify
each other may expect to hear details of another’s disability rather than the fact that the
person being questioned also identifies equally strongly as, say, a woman who is White,
working class, and bisexual.

Community, like home, may be geographic and emotional, or both, and provides a
way for people to express group affiliations. “Where are you from?” is a commonplace
question in the United States among strangers, a way to break the ice and start a conversa-
tion, expecting answers like “I'm from Tallahassee, Florida,” or “I'm from the Bronx.”
Community might also be an organized group like Alcoholics Anonymous, a -religious
group, or a political organization like the African American civil rights organization, the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Community may
be something much more gbstract, as in “the women’s community” or “the queer com-
munity,” where there is presumed to be an identifiable group. In all of these examples there
is an assumption of some kind of shared values, goals, interests, culture, or language.

At the community level, individual identities and needs meet group standards, expecta-
tions, obligations, responsibilities, and demands. You compare yourself with others and are
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subtly compared. Others size up your clothing, accent, personal style, and knowledge of
the group’s history and culture. You may be challenged directly, “You say you’re Latina.
How come you don’t speak Spanish?” “You say you’re working class. What are you doing
in a professional job?” These experiences may both affirm our identities and create or
highlight inconsistencies, incongruities, and contradictions in who we believe we are, how
we are viewed by others, our role and status in the commiunity, and our sense of belonging.

SOCIAL CATEGORIES, CLASSIFICATIONS, AND STRUCTURAL -
INEQUALITY: MACRO AND GLOBAL LEVELS )

Classifying and labeling human beings, often according to real or assumed physical, bio-
logical, or genetic differences, is a way to distinguish who is included and who is excluded
from a group, to ascribe particular characteristics, to prescribe social roles, and to assign
status, power, and privilege. People are to know their places. Thus social categories such as
gender, race, and class are used to establish and maintain a particular kind of social order.
The classifications and their specific features, meanings, and significance are socially con-
structed through history, politics, and culture. The specific meanings and significance were
often imputed to justify the conquest, colonization, domination, and exploitation of entire
groups of people, and although the specifics may have changed over time, this system of
categorizing and classifying remains intact. For example, Native American people were
described as brutal, uncivilized, and ungovernable savages in the writings of early coloniz-
ers on this continent. This justified the genocide of Native Americans by White settlers and
the U.S. military and public officials, as well as the breaking of treaties between the U.S.
government and Native American tribes. Today, Native Americans are no longer called
savages but are often thought of as a vanishing species, or a non-existent people; already
wiped out, thereby rationalizing their neglect by the dominant culture and erasing their
long-standing and continuing resistance. . . . ,

These social categories are at the foundation of the structural inequalities present in
our society. In each category there is one group of people deemed superior, legitimate,
dominant, and privileged while others are relegated—whether explicitly or implicitly—to
the position of inferior, illegitimate, subordinate, and disadvantaged.

Category Dominant Suboxdinate
Gender Men Women, transgender people
Race White Peoples of color
Class Middle and upper class Poor, working class
Nation ; ' U.S /First World Second, third. Worlds
Ethnicity European All other ethnicities
Sexual orientation Heterosexual Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender
Religion Christian . Al other religions
Physical ability Able-bodied ) Persons with disabllities
Age Youth Elderly persons-

Language English . Al other languages
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This hierarchy of advantage and disadvantage has meant that the preponderance of
analytical writing about identity has been done by those in subordinate positions: women
of color, lesbians, bisexual women, and working-class women. . . . For White people
descended from European immigrants to this country, the advantages of being White are
not always fully recognized or acknowledged. . . . As a result, White people in the United
States tend to think of all identities as equal: “I’'m Italian American, you’re Polish American.
I'm Irish American, you’re African American.” This assumed equivalence ignores the very
big differences between an individualist symbolic identity and a socially enforced -and
imposed racial identity. .

MAINTAINING SYSTEMS OF STRUCTURAL INEQUALITY

Maintaining this system of inequality requires the objectification and dehumanization of
subordinated peoples. Appropriating their identities is a particularly effective method of
doing this, for it defines who the subordmated group/person is or ought to be. This hap-
pens in several ways:

Using the values, characteristics, features of the dominant group as the supposedly neu-
tral standard against which all others should be evaluated. For example, men are generally
physically larger and stronger than women. Many of the clinical trials for new pharma-
ceutical drugs are conducted using men’s bodies and activities as the standard. The results,
however, are applied equally to both men and women. Women are often prescribed the
same dosage of a medication as men are even though their physical makeup is not the
same.. Thus women, as a distinct group, do not exist in this research.

Using terms that distinguish the subordinate from the dominant group. Terms such as
“non-White” and “minority” connote a relationship to another group, White in the former
case and majority in the latter. A non-White person is the negative of the White person; a
minority person is less than a majority person. Neither has an identity on her or his own
terms.

«  Stereotyping. Stereotyping involves making a simple generalization about a group and
claiming that all members of the group conform to this generalization. Stereotypes are
behavioral and psychological attributes; they are commonly held beliefs about groups
rather than individual beliefs about individuals; and they persist in spite of contradic-
tory evidence. Lesbians hate men. Latinas are dominated by macho Latinos. Women with
physical disabilities are asexual. Fat women are good-humored but not healthy. As Andre
asserts, “A ‘stereotype’ is pejorative; there is always something objectionable in the beliefs
and images to which the word refers.”

Exoticizing and romanticizing. These two forms of appropriation are particularly
insidious because on the surface there is an appearance of appreciation. For example, Asian
American women are described as personifying the “mysterious orient,” Native American
women as “earth mothers” and the epitome of spirituality, and Black women as perpetual
towers of strength. In all three cases, seemingly positive traits and cultural practices are
identified and exalted. This “positive” stereotyping prevents people from seeing the truth
and complexity of who these women are.

\‘.

"Given the significance of identity éppropriation as an aspect of oppression, it is not sur-
prising that many liberation struggles have included projects and efforts aimed at changing
identities and taking control of the process of positive identity formation and representa-
tion. Before liberation struggles, oppressed people often use the same terminology to name
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themselves as the dominant group uses to label them. One crucial aspect of liberation
struggles is to get rid of pejorative labels and use names that express, in their own terms,
who people are in all their humanity. Thus the name a group uses for itself gradually takes
on more of an insider perspective that fits the evolving consciousness growing out of the
political movement. Y

As with individual identity, naming ourselves collectively is an important act of empow-

erment. One example of this is the evolution of the names African Americans have used .
to identify themselves, moving from Colored, to Negro, to Black to Afro-American, and

African American. Similarly, Chinese Americans gradually rejected the derogatory label

“Chink,” preferring to be called Orientals and now Chinese Americans or Asians. These

terms are used unevenly, sometimes according to the age and political orientation of the
person or the geographic region, where one usage may be more popular than another.
Among the very diverse group of people connected historically, culturally, and linguisti-
cally to Spain, Portugal, and their former colonies (parts of the United States, Mexico, the
Caribbean, and Central and South America), some use more inclusive terms such as Latino
or Hispanic; others prefer more specific names such as Chicano, Puerto Rican, Nicaraguan,
Cuban, and so on. . . . v

COLONIZATION, IMMIGRATION, AND THE U.S. LANDSCAPE OF RACE AND CLASS

Other macro-level factors affecting people’s identities include colonization and immigra-
tion. . . . This ideology that the United States is “a land of immigrants” obscures several
important issues excluded from much mainstream debate about immigration: Not all
Americans came to this country voluntarily. Native American peoples and Mexicans were
already here on this continent, but the former experienced near-genocide and the latter
were made foreigners in their own land. African peoples were captured, enslaved, and
forcibly imported to this country to be laborers. All were brutally exploited and violated—
physically, psychologically, culturally, and spiritually—to serve the interests of those in
power. The relationships between these groups and this nation and their experiences in
the United States are fundamentally different from the experiences of those who chose to
jmmigrate here, though this is not to negate the hardships the latter may have faced. These
differences profoundly shaped the social, cultural, political, and economic realities faced
by these groups throughout history and continue to do so today. :

. . . Barly in the history of this country, for example, the Naturalization Law of 1790
(which was repealed as recently as 1952) prohibited peoples of color from becoming U.S.
citizens, and the Slave Codes restricted every aspect of life for enslaved African peoples.
These laws made race into an indelible line that separated “insiders” from “outsiders.”
White people were designated insiders and granted many privileges while all others were
confined to systematic disadvantage. As Mary C. Waters points out, the stories that White
Americans learn of how their grandparents and great-grandparents triumphed in the United
States “are usually told in terms of their individual efforts.” The role of labor unions, com-
munity organizations, and political parties, as well as the crucial importance of racism, is
usually left out of these accounts, which emphasize individual effort and hard work.

On coming to the United States, immigrants are drawn into the racial landscape of
this country. In media debates and official statistics, this is still dominated by a Black/
White polarization in which everyone is assumed to fit into one of these two groups,

Demographically, the situation is much more complex and diverse, but people of color,
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who .comptise the more inclusive group, are still set off against White people, the domi-

"nant group. Immigrants identify themselves according to nationality—for example, as

Cambodian or Guatemalan. Once in the United States they learn the significance of racial
divisions in this country and may adopt the term people of color as an aspect of their
identity here. . . .

This emphasis on race tends to mask differences based on class, another important
distinction among immigrant groups. For example, the Chinese and Japanese people who
came in the nineteenth century and early twentieth century to work on plantations in
Hawai’i, as loggers in Oregon, or building roads and railroads in several western states
were poor and from rural areas of China and Japan. The 1965 immigration law made way
for “the second wave” of Asian immigration. It set preferences for professionals, highly

. skilled workers, and members of the middle and upper-middle classes, making this group

“the most highly skilled of any immigrant group our country has ever had.” The first wave
of Vietnamese refugees who immigrated between the mid-1970s and 1980 were from the
middle and upper classes, and many were professionals; by contrast, the second wave of
immigrants from Vietnam was composed of poor and rural people. The class backgrounds
of immigrants affect not only their sense of themselves and their expectations but also
how they can succeed as strangers in a foreign land. For example, a poor woman who
arrives with no literacy skills in her own language will have a more difficult time learning
to become literate in English than one who has several years of formal schooling in her
country of origin that may have included basic English.

MULTIPLE IDENTITIES, SOCIAL LOCATION, AND CONTRADICTIONS

The social features of one’s identity incorporate individual, community, societal, and global
factors, as discussed in the accounts that follow. The point where all the features embodied
in a person overlap is called social location. Imagine a diagram made up of overlapping
circles, with a circle representing one specific feature of identity such as gender, class,
ability, age, and so on. A person’s social location is the point at which a part of each circle
touches all others—where all elements are present simultaneously. Social location is a way
of expressing the core of a person’s existence in the social and political world. It places us
in particular relationships to others, to the dominant culture of the United States, and to
the rest of the world. It determines the kinds of power and privilege we have access to and
can exercise, as well as situations in which we have less power and privilege.

Because social location is where all the aspects of one’s identity meet, our experience of
our own complex identities is sometimes-contradictory, conflictual, and paradoxical. We
live with multiple identities that can be both enriching and contradictory and that push us
to confront questions of loyalty to individuals'and groups. . . .




