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TALKING IDENTITY

—_——

Until the middle of the twentieth century, no one who was asked about
a persor’s ldentrtywmﬂdhavemenhonedrace sex, class, nationality,
region, orreﬁgion.WhenGem:geEliotwritesinMiddlcmamhthat
Rosamond“wasa]mostlosingthesenseofheridentity,” it'’s because
Rosamondisfaoedwithpmfoundlynewexperienoeswhensheleams
thatWﬂlIadislaw,themanshethinkssheloves,ishopelmslydevoted
to someone else.* Idenﬁtyhe:eisutterlyparﬁaﬂa:andpersonal.The
idenﬁtieswethinkoftoday,ontheotherhand,areshared,oﬂnn,with
mﬂlionsorbﬂ]ionsofothers.'rheyaresodal.
Onelooksinvainforta]kofsuchidentiﬁesinthesocialscience
o_ftheearlytwentiethcentury. In Mind, Self, and Society, published in
1934, George HerbeﬁMeadouﬂinedaninﬁmﬁaltheoryoftheself
as the product of an ‘I'respondjngtothesocialdemandsofothers,
which,onneinherna]ized,ﬁnmedwhatheca]ledthe“me.'Butinthat
great classic of early twentieth-century social thought, you'll never
ﬁndthemd‘idenﬁty’usedinourmodemsense.Talkofide:nt_ity
really takes oﬂ'indevelopme&ta]psychologyafterthe Second World
War.wiﬂnthéinﬂuenﬁalwoﬂ:ofthepsychologistEﬁkErﬂ:son.lnhis

ofse]f,whichhe'ca]led,inpsychqanalytic » an “ego identity.”
Later on, EriksonexploredthecrisesofidentityinﬂlelivesofMarﬁn
IutherandMahﬂhnaGandhi,andpﬂ:]jshedbookswithﬁﬂes]ike
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Identity and the Life Cydle (1959), Identity: Youth and Crisis (1968), and
Dimensions of a New Identity (1974).

Erikson, who grew up in southwest Germany, told a tale ofhis own
oﬁginsthatsitsrightattheheartofourcontemporarynotions.

Myshepfatherwastheonlypmfessionalman(andahighly
respechedone)inanintensely]ewishsma]lbourgeois fam-
ily, while I (coming from a racially mixed Scandinavian back-
grmmd)wasblondandblue—eyed,andgrewﬂagtmﬂytall.
Beforelong,then,lacquiredthenicknmne“goy'inmyshepﬁ-
ther’s temple; while to my schoolmates, I'was a “Jew.”

I'm guessing that, while his Jewish confreres did use the Yiddish word
foragenﬁle,thoseGermankidsdidn’ta.lwaysuseawomdaspoliteas
“Jew.” HisbiologicalﬁrtherhadbeenaDanenamedSalomonsen;his
adopted father's name was Homburger. But at some point he took
thelastnameofErikson,which,ashisdmlghheronceobserveddﬁly,
suggested that he was father to himself, In a sense, then, he was his
own creation.? Idenﬁty,wecansurelyoonchﬂe.wasa&aughtissue
for him personally.

In his first book, Erikson offered a theory as to why, as he put it,
“we"—and given our subject, it’s worth noticing- that he seems to
mean “we Americans”—*“began to conceptualize questions of iden-
tity.” He thought that identity had become a problem in the United
States because the country was “trying to make a super-identity out
ofaﬂtheidenﬁﬁesimportedbyitsconsﬁhmntimmigmnts'; and, he
continued, ﬁvedosoataﬁmewhenrapidlyinmsingniechaniza—
tion threatens these essentially agrarian and patrician identities in
their lands of origin.™ It's a good story. But I do not believe it. As we
shall see throughout this book, identity, in our sense, was a problem
longbeibrewebegantota]kaboutitinthismodemway.

IfEﬁkson,weavingbetwempersonalandool]ectiveformsofiden—

THE LIES THAT BIND 5

tity, gave the term broad currency, the influential American sodi-
ologist Alvin W. Gouldner was among the first to offer a detailed
deﬁniﬁonofsodalidenﬁtyassuch.‘ltseemsthatwhatismeéntby
a‘posiﬁon’isj:hesodalidenﬁtywhichhasbeenassignedhoaperson
bymembersofhisgrmm,’hewroteinugsyessay.Andhepropdsed
an account of what this means, practically, in social life. First, he
thought, pecple “observe or impute to a person certain characteris-
ﬁm,’whicha]lowsthemto‘answerthequesﬁon‘Whoishe?”Next,
“these observed or imputed characteristics are. .. interpreted in
terms of a set of culturally prescribed categories.” .

In this manner the individual is “pigeonholed™; that is, he is
held to be a certain “type” of person, a teacher, Negro, boy, man,
or woman. The process by which the individual is classified by
others in his group, in terms of the culturally prescribed cat-
egories, can be called the assignment of a “social identity.” The
types or categories to which he has been assigned arz his social
identities. . . . Corresponding to different social identities are
differing sets of expectations, differing configurations of rights
and obligations.+

As you'll see, I think that Gouldner got a lot right.
Appm]stoidenﬁtyswﬂedthmughthesixtiesand,bytheenﬂofthe
seventies, many societies had political movements grounded in gen-
derandsema]jty,race,religion,andethnidty(evmasdasspo]itim
ﬁ'equentlyreoededintothebackgmund).lnmorethanafewplaoes,

' regionally based movernents that sought to undo often long-established

states spoke the language of national identity. In Europe alone, there’s
Scottish, Welsh, Catalan, Basque, Padanian, and Flemish nationalism;
near the end of the twentieth century, Yugoslavia collapsed into 2 col-
lecﬁonofdisﬁnctcmmtries;therearerumb]ingsinBﬁtlany, Corsica,
and Normandy . . . and that’s far from a complete list.
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ALITTLE THEORY

—_——

i

Ihavebeenwriﬁngandnuninaﬁngonquestionsofiden&tyfor
morethanthreedecadesnOW.Myﬂleoreﬁcalthinkingaboutiden-
ﬁtybegan,achmﬂy,withthoughtsaboutmce,becauselwasgenu~
inelypuzzledbythediﬂ'erentwaysinwhichpeopleindiﬂ'erent
placesrespondedtomyappea:ance.'l‘hatwasn’tsomuchthecase
inAsante,Where,soitseémedtome,onelocalparﬂwasusually
enough to belong. jerry Rawlings, Ghana's head of state from 1981
tozom,hadafatherfromScotland;hewasn’tchosenbythepeople
originally—he came to power twice through coups d’état—but his
fellowcountrymeneventua]]yelectedhimtothepresidencytwice.
Un]jkemythxeesisters,bom,ﬁkemyﬁther,inAsénte,Ihavenever
beenaGhanaiandﬁzen.IwasbominEhgland,beforeGhana'sinde-
pendence,withanEnglishmother,andshowedupinAsanteatthe
age of one. SoI’dhavehadtoapp_lyforGhanaiandﬁzenship,andmy
pamnmneverapp]iedforme.Bythetimeitwasuptome,Iwasused
tobeingaGhanaianwithaBriﬁshpassporLMyfather,aspresident
oftheGhanaBarAssociation,wasonceinvolvedinwriﬁngoneofm:r
many constitutions. "Whydon’tyouchangetherules,sothatlcan
be both Ghanaian and British?” 1 asked him. “Citizenship,” he told
me,'isunitary.”lcmildseelwasn’tgoingtogetanywthiﬂlhim!
But,despitemylackofthatlegalconnecﬁon,someﬁmes,whenldo
somethjngnoteworthy,lamdajmed,atlmstbysome,fortheplace
thatishometoha]fmyancestry.
'I‘hestoryinEnglandwascomplex,too.Inmygrandmother'svﬂ-
lage, Minchinhampton, in Gloucestershire, where [ spent much time
inmychﬂdhood,thoseweknewneverappearedtodmzbtmurightto
bethere.Myauntandundelivedinthispichnesquemarkettownin
the West of England, too. My aunt had been born there. My grandfa.

s
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therhadspentﬁmeasachildatahouseinthevalley,whichbelonged
tohisuncle,whosemj]lhadonnewvendothforthettmicsof_Briﬁsh
soldiers and green baize for billiard tables. My great-grandfather,
Alﬁ:edCripps,hadbrieﬂyservedasthememberofparliamentﬁ:r
Stoud,afewmﬂestothenorth,andhisgreét—grandfather,]oseph
Cripps,hadrepresentedCirencester,aiéwmoremﬂeseast,formmh
oftheﬁfstha]f’ofthenineteanthcenmry.Andthe:ewerec:ippses
inthatarea——somebuﬂedinCirencester'churchyaId—darﬁngback
to the seventeenth century.
ButﬂleskinsandtheAfricananoestryIsharedwithmysisters
marked us out as different, in ways we weren’t always-conscious of,
Ireca]l-goingtoasportsday,afewdecadesago,ataschoolinDor—
set I'd attended as a preteen, and coming upon an elderly man who
had been headmaster in my day. “You won't remember me,” I apolo-
gized, as I introduced myself to him, Hearing my name, he bright-
ened and took my hand warmly. “Of course I remember you,” he
said. ‘Yauwereourﬁrstcoloredheadboy.’Wheanasyoung,the
idea that you could be properly English and not white seemed fairly
uncommon, Evenintheﬁrstdecadeofthetwenty—ﬁrstcentury,l
remember the puzzled response of an older Englishwoman who had
justheardapaperonracelgaveattheArismtelianSocietyinLon-
don. She just didn’t understand how I could really be English. And
no talk of thirteenth-century ancestors in Oxfordshire could per-
suade her!
InAmeﬁca,onchgotth;_ere,thingsseemedatﬁistrelativelysim—
ple.IhadanAﬁiéanﬁtherandso,likePresidentObamalater,lwas
black.Bmthestoryhere,too,iscomplicahed...andhaschangedover
theyears,inpartbecmzseoftheriseoftheideaofmixed—raoepeo—
pleasa:iidenﬁtygroup.Colorandcitizenship,howeve:,werequite
separatemattérs:aﬁ:ertheCiVﬂWarnosenm’blepersondoubtedyou
couldbeblackandAmerican,atleastsofarasthelawwasconcemed,
despiteapersishentundercurrentofwhiteracialnaﬁona]ism.l‘]]say
moreabouttheideasofraoethatshapedtheseexpeﬂenceslater,me
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hopeit’sclearwhylmjghthavgendeduppuzzledabmrthowtomake
sense of them, -~

Whenltluned,overtheymrs,totbinldngabOWnaﬁma]jtyand
classandmltumandreligionassou:cesofidenﬁty,andaddedin
genderandsemxalorientaﬁon,lbegantoseethmewaysinwhich
theseverydisparatewaysofgroupingpeopledohavesomeimportant
things in common.

LABELS AND WHY THEY MATTER

'I'heﬁrstisobvious:everyidentitycomeswithlabels, so understand-
ingidentitiesreqlﬁresﬁxstthztyouhavesomeiduabmthowto
applythmn.Exp]ajningtosomeonewhatEwesor]ajnsorkoﬂzisare
beginswithsomesuggestionastowhatitisaboutpeoplethatmakes
eachlabelappmpﬁateforthem.Thatway,youcouldlookforsomeone
ofthatident'rty,ortrytodecide,ofsomeoneyou'dmet,whetherthe
label applied.

So, the label “Ewe” (usua]lypronouncedeh—veyoreh—wey)isaneth—
nic label, whatsocialscientistsca]lan‘ethnonym'; which means that
ifymuparentsa:ebothae,you‘re Ewe, too. It applies, in the first
p]aoe,topeoplewhospeakoneofthemanydialectsofalanguag‘ethat
iscalled‘Ewe,’mostofwhom]iveinGhanaorTogo,thoughthereaIe
some in many other-parts of West Africa and, increasingly, around
theworld.Asistypicalofethniclabels,therecanbeargumentsabout
whether it applies to someone, Ifonlyoneofynurpamisingeand
youneverleamedanyofthemanydialectsoftheEwe]anmmge?are
yonEwe?Doesitmather(givmthattheEwearepatrﬂineal)ifthepa.r—
entwasymumoﬂ:erratherthanywrfather?And,sinerwebelongs
to alarger group of languages (usually called “Gbe” because that’s the
wordforlanguageina]lréfthem)thatshadeoﬂ'intooneanother,it’s
noteasytosayexacﬂywheretheboundariesbetwemliwepmpleand

THE LIES THAT BIND 9

other Gbe-speaking people lie. (Imagine looking for the boundaries
ofSouthernspeechinAmericaoraoodmeyacccntinLondona.nd
you'll grasp the difficulty) Nevertheless, large numbers of people in
GhanaandTogowﬂ]daimthatthey’reEweandmanyoftheirneigh-
bors will agree.
'I‘h.:;t’sbecauseofthesecondimportanttlﬁngiden&ﬁessha:e:they
matbertopeoplé.Andtheymatter, first, because having an identity
cangiveyouasénseofhowyouﬁtintothesocialwld.ﬁ'veryidenﬁty
makesitpossible,thatis,foryoutospeakasone‘l”ammgsome“us":
to belong to some “we.” But a further crucial aspect of what identi-
ties oﬁ'eristhattheygiveyoureasonsﬁ)rdoingthings.'l‘hat'strue
abmztbeinga]ain,whichmeansyoubelongtoaparﬁcula:lndjan
reﬁgioustradiﬁon.MostIainsarethechﬂdrenoftwo]ains (just as
mostEwesa:ethechﬂdmoftonwes),butthere'smchmoretoit
thanthat.Andanymecanioinwhoiswﬂlingtofollowthepathsetby
thejinas,soulswhohavebeen]iberatedbyconqueﬁngtheirpassions
andcanspmdab]issﬁ:letemityatthesummjtoftheuniverse.lajm
are typically expected to heed five vratas, which are vows or forms of
devotion, Thesea:re:nonv'iolence,notlying,notslmling, chastity, and
nonpossessiveness. (Like taboos, which are also central to many iden-
tiﬁes.thevmtasdeﬁnewhoyouarqbywhataswellaswhoyouarenot.
There’s a Iot of “Thou shalt not’s” in the Ten Commandments, too.)s
Thedetailedcontentofeachoftheseidealsdepends, among other
things,onwhetheryoua_mahypersonont}monehand,oramonkor-
nun on the other. The general point, though, is that there are things
peopledoanddon’tdobmuscthcqu]aim.Bythis,Imeanonlytbat
they themselves think from time to time, “I should be faithful to my
spouse . .. or speak the truth. . . or avoid harming this animal. ..
becauseIama]ain.’TheydothaI,inpart,becausgtheyknowthey
]iveinaworldwherenoteveryoncisa]ajn,andthatotherpeoplewith
otherreligionsmayhavediﬂ'erentidmsabmxthowtobghave.
Though there are Ewe religious traditions (lots of different ones),
being Ewe isn't, by contrast, a religious identity, and doesn’t come
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withthesamesortofspedﬁedethicalcodes.EwescanbeMus]im,

Protestant,orCatho]iqandmanypracﬁcethetraditionalritesthatgo'

by the name of voodoo. (Like the Haitians, they borrowed this word
from the Fon peoples, who are their neighbors. it means “spirit.”)
But, all the same, Ewe people sometimes say to themselves, “As an
Ewe,Ishmﬂd...’andgooqtospedfysomethjngtheybelievethey
shoulddoorrefrainﬁomdoing.'I‘heydotbings,inshort.because
theyareEWE.Andthis,too,depends,inpa:t,ontheirrecogniﬁonthat
noteverybneisze,andthatnon—Ewesmaywe]lbehavedjfferenﬂy.

People who give reasons like these—*Because I'm a this, I should
dothat”——a:enotiustaccepﬁngthefactthatthelabelapp]iesm
them:theyaregivingwhataphﬂosoPherwomdca]l'nmmaﬁvesig-
niﬁcanoe”totheirmembers}ﬂpinthatgmup.'l‘hey’re_sayingthatthe
Andoneofthecommonestwaysinwhichitmattersisthattheyfeel
somesortofso]idaritywithothermembersofthegmup.'l'heircom-
monidenﬁtygivesthemmson,theythink,tocareabomandhelp
one another, It creates what you could call norms of identification:
nﬂesabomhowyoushouldbehave,givenyou:identity. '

But just as there’s usually contest or conflict about the boundaries
of the group, about who's in and who's out, there’s almost always dis-
agreementaboﬁwhatnormaﬁvesigniﬁcanceanidenﬁtyhas. How
muchcanoneEweoroneIainlegiﬁmatelyaskofanother?Doesbeing
Ewe mean you ought to teach the Ewe.language to your children?
Most]ainsﬂlinkthattheirreﬁgionrequj:esthﬂntobevegetarian,
butnot-allagreethatyoumustalsoavoidmﬂkproducts.Andsoon.
Whileeachaeoreach]ainwﬂlhavedonethingsbecauseoftheir
idenﬁty,theym'talwaysdothesamethings. Still, because these
identities sometimes help them answeér the question “What should I
do?'they’reimportantinshapingthei.reveryday]ives.

Onefurtherreasonthat'strueisthethizdfeatureallidenﬁties
share:notonlydoesymuidenﬁtygiveyoumsonstbdothings,it
cangiveothersreasonstodotbingstoyml.l'vea]mdymenﬁoned
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somethingpeoplecandotoyoﬁbecauseofyouridenﬁty:theycan
helpyouiustbecauseyoushareanidentitywiththgm.Butamongthe
mostsigniﬁczntthingspeopledowithidenﬁﬁ_esisusethemasthe
basisofhiezarchiesofstamsandrespectandofstmchuesofpower.
CasbeinSbuthAsiameanssomepeoplea:ebmnintoahighersmtus
thanathers—-asBrahmins,forexample.'I‘hesearemembersofthe
priesﬂycaste,whoare"pol]uhed”byoonmctwithmﬂnbersofcastes
that are regarded as lower, In many places in the world one ethnic or
racialgmupregardsitsmembersassuperiortoothers,andasmmes
theﬁghttobettertreatment.TheEng]ishpoetShelley,in‘Ozyman—
dias,'referstothe'ﬁnwn/and.wrinkled]ipandsneerofooldcom-
mand”onthestonefaceofthesculptureofalong—deadPharaoh.'I‘he
royalancestryofthis“kingofkings'wouldhavemeamthathewas
used to obedience. Dominant identities can mean that people will
treat you as a source of authority; subordinate identities can mean
youandyourintereslxwﬂlbetampleduponorignored.
Andsoanimportant-formofstruggleoveridenﬁtyocauswhen
peoplecha]lengetheassumptionsthatladtounequaldisu-ibuﬁons
ofpower.Theworldisﬁx]lofbuxdensnnmidenﬁties,whoseprice
isthatotherpeop]etreatybuwithdisrespect. Kothis in India know .
thisverywe]l.TheyaIepeoplewho,thoughassignedamaleiden-
tityatbirth,themselvesidenﬁfyasfemjnine,andexperienceerotic
attraction to men who are more typically masculine. And kothis have
beensubiecbedovertheymrstoinsulta.ndabuse,andtorejecﬁm
by their families; many of them have been forced by their marginal
position into sex work. In recent years, emerging ideas about gender
andse:ma]ity—abmﬂhomosexuaﬁtxintersemm]ity,and?ansgender
identity, and about the complexity of the connection between bio-
logical sex and human behavior—have created movements that seck
to alleviate the social exclusion of people whose gender and- sexu-

ality fall outside traditional norms. The Indian Supreme Court has

evendedaxed'thatindividua]sareen&tledtoberecognizedasma]e,
female, or third-gender, as they themselves decide.
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Onceidentiﬁesexist;péopletendtoformapicmreofatypical
member of the group. Shereotypesdevelop.'l'heymayhave;noreor
Iessfoundaﬁoninr&u]ity,buttheyareahnostalwaysaiﬁcaﬂywrong
about something, Kothis,somelndiansthi.nk,rea]lywanttobe
women: they are, many people suppose, what Europeans and Ameri-
cans would now often call “transsexual” But that’s not necessarily
so. Ewes, other Ghanaians fear.areparﬁcula:ly]ikelytt:use“ium"-—
witchcraﬂor"blackmagic'—againstthei:enemies. But witchcraft is
ttaditionala]loverGhana,sothisisn’t,acma]ly,muchofadisﬁnc-
tion. (Ioncewmteanancountofmyﬁtbgfsﬁmera],inthecou:seof
whichldiscussedhowwehadtodealwiththethmtofwitchcraﬂin
our family. We, as you know, were Asante, not Ewe.)5 People believe
that]ainséuesoobsessedwithnonviolenoethattheyinsistoncover-
ingtheirfaceswithwhihedothtoavoidld]]inginsectsbyingesﬁng
them.Infact,most]ainsdon’twearthemuhapatﬁ,asthewhitedoth
isca]led,anditsuse-hasavarietyofraﬁonalesthathavenothingtodo
with saving the lives of insects,

Instun,idenﬁﬁescome,ﬁxst,withlabelsandideasaboutwhyand
to whom they should be applied, Second,ymuidenﬁtyshapesyom'
thoughtsabomhow-youshmﬂdbehave;and,thjrd,itaﬂ'ectstheway
other people treat you. Fina]ly,a]lthesedjmensionsofidenﬁtyare
contestable, always up for dispute; who's in, what they're like, how

WOMAN, MAN, OTHER?

This picture of identity is, in effact, a generalization of ways of think-
ingaboutgenderthathavebeenpioneeredbyfeministscholaxs.
Feminismmadeuseoftheoteﬁcalideasinthepumﬁtofwomen's
equa]ityandliherationﬁ'omoldpatherns of oppression. All human
sodetieshavesomeformofgendersystem——somewayofthin]dng

—
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aboutthesigniﬁcanceofthedisﬁncﬁonbetweenmenandwomen.
Bmfeminjsttheoﬂesaﬂowustoseewhataﬂthemzlﬁmdinmmsys-
temsofgender_haveincommonwhﬂe,atthesameﬁme,aﬂowingus
to keep track of their differences,

Let’s rehearse some details, The vast majority of human bodies
canbefecognizedasbelongingmbneoftwobiologimlldnds. Simply
examining the genitalia—the organs of sexual reproduction—will
usually allow you to see that somecne is biologically male (because
he has a penis, scrotum; and testicles), or biologically female
(because she has avagina,labia,utems,andovaries). In adults, you
maybeabletomakethediscﬂmjnaﬁonataglance:thebreastsof
the biological females will grow at puberty, facial hair will develop
inthemales,theirvoiceswﬂldeepen,andso on. Chromosomal
analysiswﬂlalsousua]lyallowyoutodiscovert_hatthemaleshave
an X and a Y chromosome and the females two X's, Knowing all
this,ordjnarypeopleandmedicalexpertsalikecanapplythelabels
*woman” and “man.”

Butthesetumommbeonlytwoofthegreatvarietyofr@ﬂaﬂy
occurringmmbinaﬁonsofsexchroﬁaosomesandsexualmorphology.
IntheStandaIdcase,thesexor‘gapsofhumanmalesandfemalesini-
tiallydevelopinthesamewayintheembrye,andintheeaﬂystages
thestructurethatwi]leventuallybemmeeithéranova:yoratesﬁsis
mﬂedﬂxe‘indifferentgonad.'lnthetypicalmalefehm,genesonthe
Ychromosometriggerchangesthatpmducethemaletesﬁs,andthus
the production of hormones that infiuence the developinent of other
sex-relajaedsh'uchnes.AbsenttHiSSﬁmuhs,theindiﬁ'erentgonad
hunsintoanova:y.lt’sthepresenoeoftheYchromosogne,then,that
makes you a male,

That’s the basic story. But there are many variations. One possi-
bﬂityisthart,despﬂnthepresenceofaYchmmosome,femaleexta-
nalgenita]jaetnetgé.l‘hiscanhappenforavar@ety'ofreasons,one
ofwhichisandmgeninsensiﬁvitysynd:ome(AIS),whichmeans
thatyourcellsarenotnormaﬂy.sensitivetomalesexhormones.XY
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have testes in place of ovaries.
'I'he:eareotherwaysinwhichamismztchbetweenextemal-
appearance and your sex chromosomes can develop. Maternal andro-
genscantlunthegenita]iainthemaledirxtion,pmdudngsome-
one who is XX but externally male. So a fertilized human egg that is
deaﬂyXYcanenduppmdudngsomeonewholooks]ikeawoman
andonethatisXXcanproducesomeonewholooks]ikeaman.And
there are various other possible combinations: penis and ovaries,
vaginaandabdominaltestes,externalgenitaliathatareintermediahe,
and so on.
Andthat’sa]lasmmingyoustartoutwithtwosexchromosomes.
Infact,therea:esomepeoplewhoarexo.havingmstone}(chro-
mnsome.'I'hisisTurnersyndrome,andpeoplewhohaveithavethe
bodiesofwomen,thoughthey’reusuallyinferﬁleandoftenshorter
than average. (YouneedatleastoneXchmmosometosurvive—theY
chmmosomeismuchsma]lerthantheXandlackssomeofthegenes
onﬂleXthartare-essenﬁaIfbrhumanlife—whichiswhythereareno
OY males.) Peoplewith'Ihmersyndmmesomeﬁmeshavemedical
problems; butamongthebest-lmown people with the condition are
a world champion gymnast, Missy Marlowe, who has been a spokes-
personforthe'liunerS)mdmmeSociety,andtheOscar-winning

'I‘hentherearepebplewithanextraxchmmosome-—JCIYor

X)O{—and,rarely,evenmore.Becauseinnormalfemalebe]lsonly'

oneoftheXchromosomésisacﬁve(theotherexisﬁnginamnmcted

andlargelyinactiveformca]leda“Barrbody”),theseextraX's don't .

usually make a huge difference: if you have a Y chromosome, you'll
lookmale;ifyoudon't,you'ﬂlookfemale.Whﬂeaﬂthesevaﬂaﬁons
arerare,theydomeanthatevenatthelevelofphysicalmmpholog‘y,
therejustisn’tasha:pdivisionofhumanbeingsinmtwosms.

All societies start with this spectrum of morphological possibili-

THE LIES THAT BIND 15

diatecasesarestaﬁsﬁca]lyrare,manypeopleinsma]lercommuniﬁes
mayneverinteractwithanyonebutXYmalesandXXfemales,with
asemalmorphologyintheslandaxdtnnge. Given this variability, it's
notsurprising.thatdiﬁ'ermtsodeﬁeshavecomeupwithdiﬂ'erent
ways of assigning people to a gender. In many places, surgeons have
oftentriedto‘tidyup'thegenita]iaofbabiesbomwithnmtandard
sexual bodies, soon after birth. Sothey’vesmghttobringeverybody
intoabinarysystem,inwhicheveryoneismoreorlesscleaﬂymale
orfemale.Noteveryoneagreesthatthisisagoodidea.

In India, kothishavelongbeentreatedasneithermennor
women; and kothi interacts with another form of South Asian gen-
der identity, whose label is hijra7 Hifras, as a committee of Indian
government experts put it in 2014, “are biological males who reject
their ‘masculine’ idenﬁtyinduecoyrseoftimetoidentifyéither
as women, or ‘not-men,’ or ‘in-between man and woman,’ or ‘nei-
ther man nor woman.’* Byt hijras have a long tradition of living
as 2 community with rites of entry, dressing in women’s clothes,
and wearing women’s makeup. Kothis, on the other hand, generally
cross-dress only in private or when socializing with one another,
Many don'’t cross-dress at all. Sometimes hijras have sought gender-
reassignment surgery; in the past, many underwent castration.
Notice that neither of these terms corresponds to our terms “trans-
gender” or “homosexual,” since (to mention only one difference) the
South Asian categories don’t cover what we would call either F-to-M
transsexuals or leshians.

ramblingnovelIthinish-yofUmostHappimss,iswhatwouldonoe
havebeenca]ledahermaphmdihe:sheisraisedas'aboynhmedAﬂab
becausehermotherseekstoconcmlthefactthatshehasbothmale
and female sexual organs.s But-the boy, Aftab, doesn’t want to be a
boy, though he doesn’t yet know what he does want 1 be. And then,
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Aftab saw a tall, slim-hipped woman, wearing bright lipstick,
goldhighhee]sandashinygreensaﬁnsalwarkameez,buying
bangles from Mir the eagle-seller. . . . Aftab had never seen any-
one like the tall woman with the lipstick. . .

He wanted to be her.®

Aftab follows this colorful hijra home to the Khwabgah—the town
house where the hijras of her part of Delhi live—and finds there a
whole community of people to whom she somehow knows she
belongs. Being hijra is more than having a male body and feminine
style: as we learn through the novel, hijras have a role in Indian life,
andsoidenﬁfyingasoneentaﬂsmorethanhstdressingup.lam
relaying the account of a fictional character; but Anjum, I'm told, is
based on a real person.

On the other side of the globe, 00, some of the Indian tribes of
NorthAmericaoncerecognizedavaﬁetyofgenders.'I‘heNavaio.in
the nineteenth century, for example, called intersexes who were mas-
cu]hedﬂbmandthosewhowerefemi:ﬁnenédkchi.“'l‘heytookup
special roles in religious life. More recently, many American Indian
activists have come to use the neologism “Two Spirit” to speak of
those who do not fit easily into the categories of man and woman,
in one way or another. The term reflects the fact that people who
were neither men nor women, but had something—a spirit—from
each, played special religious roles in many American Indian societ-
ies. And this is how a lot.of contemporary American Indians, whom
many other Americans would call lesbian, gay, or trans, now choose
to identify themselves.

What femninist theorists taught us to see was that when we speak
ofmenandwomen,orofothergendets,we’renottalkingiustabout
bodies.lnca]]ingachﬂdagirloraboy_inapplyingthatlabel—every
society is assuming more than that the child has a certain sexual
morphology. And s0 we distinguish now between sex (the biclogical
situation) and gender {the whole set of ideas about what women and

[
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menwﬂlbehkeandabomhowtheyshouldbehaxe),hmmga;mh
ershavearguedthatoneoﬁofeveryhundredf "'h'_'_
in some way.2 Inaworldofmorethanybﬂhon‘?mpl'e;rpementof
the population is a whole lot of individuals. Somldw_mes-andobste
mmnsandotherswhomtnessmanyblrthsmaywe]l;'f actoss.
suchcasesﬁmnhmetotlmeandhavetodeadﬂwhat(&‘anythmg)
they should do about them. Bmevenmawoﬁd*ofmhalesand
XYmaless,gendxarwouldLr_nposeagl'eatdmlof~
abm:twhatwomenandmenare,orshouldbq‘
Why? Because identities, as I said, mvolvelahé]s ami;__ iplype
That is obvious in the case of gender. Ifyourelabeledaﬂi’aﬂ*mhiost
societies, ynuaresupposedtobesemallymherestedjnmen to
wa]kanduseymuhandsma‘manly’way,tobemo;rephymca]ly
aggresswethanwomen,andsoon.Womenshmﬂdbesehiaﬂymter
ested in men, walk and talk in a feminine way, begent[ér'ﬂmnmen
and all the rest. I have been using the words “male” ang Hethalg” to
talk about bodily differences: butweneedwordstomaiki:’heseoﬁher
formsofdlﬂ'erencebuﬂtuponthatfoundatlon.SQI'mgmngtocon :
tinue using “masculine” and “feminine” totalkaboutthe{ormsof'
thought, feeling, andbehmorthatourpcturesafgendeﬂe}ldmto
expect in men and in women, respectively. Mmare—an&ai‘esup-
posed to be—well, masculine. Menshouldlead,womens?aouldfol-
low; women obey, men command. And that supposedtcbe"an&'
those “shoulds” arebothdescrrpuve(thmxswhabweex_pgctmenand
womentobel:lce)andnormatwe(thmmwhafw#,tbm]gmnght) But,
once more, peopled:sagreeaboutthesetadlﬁﬁﬁaldajmsabwtwhzt
menandwomen—andpeoplewhothmktheyamnetﬂ:gtﬂshouldbe
like. Andthesenehonsdearlyvaryacmsstmeapds?qée ﬁanycon
temporaryNewYorkerswﬂlassumethatawomanmigﬁt‘béfoughas
nails and that a man eould be, in Shakespeare’ hrage;"as:
gentle as the cradle-babe.” 5
Labels, stereotypes, mdﬂeasabmﬂhowyou&h_n‘!ﬂ&b;‘l}ﬁve'thesel
I said, are there in every identity. Andgenderhasthelast’offhetrarts
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I mentioned, too; it involves ideas not just about how you should
behave, butalsoabouthowothersshouldbehavetowardyou. In
the old days, there was a gentlemanly code (reflecting hierarchies
ofpower)ofoPeningdoorsandholdjngoutchairsandpayingfor
meals, and such. New norms of treatment have emerged, some relat-
ingtohowmmeninteractwithoneanother,orhowmeninhemct
with men, some relating to how women and men interact. Next time
you're in a crowded elevator in a modern cosmopolitan city, watch
to see whether the men stay back to let the women exit first. Now
imaginethe]ifeofawomanwhoinsists,inthenameofcha]lenging
older stereotypes, on refusing such offers. Identities, in this way, can
besaidtohavebothasubjecﬁvedimensionandanobjectiveone:an
identity cannot simply be imposed upon me, willy-nilly, but neither
isanidentitysimplyuptome,acontrivancethatlcanshapehow—
ever I please.
'I‘heshapeofoneiderrtitycanalsobecontouredbyymuotheriden—
tities.TobeanEwewomanisnotimtamatlJerofbeingawoman
and being an Ewe, in some easy act of addition. An Ewe woman faces
certain expectations—expectations to meet and expectations to be
met—thata:epecu]iartoEwewomanhood.TobeChineseandgay
manssomethingdiﬂ'erentifyou’reanaﬁveofSananciscqthan
it does if you're a native of Zhumadian, in China’s Henan Province,
where, not long ago, a hospital institutionalized a man for “sexual
preferencedjsorder'andforcedhimtoundergooonversiontherapy.
'I'hesocialimportof—anidentitycanvarywithwqalth, age, disabil-
ity, weight, employment status, and any other social coordinate you
mjghtthinko£lnpoliﬁca.1contexts,though,a1iidenﬁtygrwpcan
be.avowedly global (“Workers of the world, unitel”; “Women of the
world, rise upl”), sometimes with older forms of identity melded into
larger, newer composite ones (people of color; LGBTQ). Identity is
-hemenlistedforpurposesofso]idarity.Tobesu:e,beingamember
of an identity group that is, in certain respects, subordinated doesn’t
necessarﬂymakeyousympatheﬁctowardanother(blackAmerimns,
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often for religious reasons, are more likely to oppose same-sex mar-
riage than whites), andsomeﬁmestheﬁercestanﬁpathytowardan
identity group (as with squabbles among religiols sects over “her-
esies”) emanates from an intimately adjacent one.

These complex interactions between identities—which we see
in the.case of kothis, say, where ideas of sexuality and gender both
matter—are one reason that Kimberlé Crenshaw, a feminist legal
theorist and civil rights activist, introduced the idea of inferseg.
tonality. She wanted to talk about the ways in which our many
identities interact to produce effects that are not simply the sum of
each of them. Being a black lesbian is not a matter of combining
African-American, female, and homosexual norms of identifica-
tion: LGBTQ norms of identification can depend on your race and
your gender. Nor are the negative social responses to black lesbians
simply a combination of the racist and homophobic responses that
also affect black gay men and the sexist responses experienced
by middle-class white women.? Racism can make white men fear
black men and abuse black womien. Homophobia can lead men in
South Africa to rape gay women but murder gay men. Sexism in the
19508 kept middle-class white women at home and sent working-
class black women to-work for them. Examples of intersectionality
proliferate.

T‘hefactofinﬁersecﬁona]ityraisesapmblemfbroneoftheways
_people bring their identities to bear nowadays. Say that Joe, who's a
white man, claims to speak as a man, or as @ white person. What does
that mean, beyond the fact that he’s speaking and he’s male or white?
Having an identity doesn't, by itself, authorize you to speak on behalf
ofeveryoneofthatidentity.'l‘heprivﬂegeofrepresenﬁngagmup
has to be granted somehow. So, absent evidence that he’s somehow
been given or otherwise earned the authority, it can’t: mean that Joe is
speaking for all white people or for all men. You might think that he
has atleasttl_lemthorityofexperiencetosPeakabmztwhatifﬁketo
live as a white man. Is that something that a white man can discuss
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with special knowledge, just because he’s been through it? Not if
we take the point about intersectionality. For, to the extent that how
peopleu'eatyouaﬂ'eclsyou:expeﬁence,intersectiona]itymakesit
likelythattherewﬂlbediﬂ'erenoesin'theexperienceoﬁ say, gay white
menandstrajghtwhitemen;and,if]oehadgrownupinNorthem
Ire]and,asagaywhiheCatholicman,hisgaywhite Protestant male
friendsmightwe]lhaveratherdifferentexpeﬁences,too.And,once
ynuthinkaboutitalitﬂe,youcanseethat,whﬂeymuidenﬁtyaﬂects
your experience, there’s no guarantee that what you've learned from

itisgoingtobethesameaswhatotherpeopleofthesameidentity :

have learned.
Yetthefamﬂiarfactthatouridentiﬁesaremulﬁpleandcaninter-
actinoomplicahedwaysisconsistentwith-aprettyhxgalaccmmtof
what,conceptua]ly,anyidentityoonsistsin:ta]dngalabelandapic—
hueofhowhapplyitthztenuainsnmmsabouthowpeopkwho
havethelabelshmﬂdbehaveandhuwtheyshmﬂdbemmd.

HABITUS

None of that is new, of course. “Woman,” “Ewe,” “Jain,” “kothi,”
“hijra,” were: like that long before scholars started talking about
social identities. From Shakespeare to Gilbert and Sullivan, there’s
a long history of pride in being English that echoes pertentously

from Henry V’s speech at Harfleur addressing his troops as “good -
yeoman, whose limbs were made in England,” to the more comical -

strains of H.M.S. Pinafore, where the Boatswain affirms that Ralph, -
the humble cabin bay,

... has said it
And it’s greatly to his credit,
That he is an Englishman.
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As a teenager, 1 delighted in a satiric recording by Michael Flanders
andDonaldSwannwhoinsisted,“theEng]isharebest,”andsang
cheerfully that they “wouldn't give tuppence for all of the rest”
What’snewisthin]dngofthesediversesortsoflabe]s—-Engljshman,
woman, kothi, and so on—as things of the same kind. The rise of
identity is the rise of that thought.
Oncé'youthjnkﬂlatthmght,you.cana.ékquestionsaboutthe
social dnd psychological significance of identities. And a great deal of
médempsychologyandsociologyhasbeenaboutiustthatTomm—
plehemysketchofatheoryofidenﬁty,Iwanttopointtotbreeimpor—
tant discoveries that have emerged in the course of such research.
The first is about how central identity is to the way we deploy our bod-
ies. The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu put it this way. Fach of us
haswhatheca]ledahabihcs:asetofdisppsiﬁonstorespondmmeoﬂess
spontaneously-wtheworldinparticula:ways,withoutmmhthought.
Your habitus is trained into you starting from childhood. Parents tell
you not to speak with your mouth full, to sit up straight, not to touch
your food with your left hand, and so on, and thus form table manners
thatamﬁkelytosﬁckwiﬂlyouaﬂymu]ife."Once.theyareincu]mted,
these habits aren't consciously associated with an identity: middle-class
English people don't consciously decide to hold their knives in their
ﬁghthandsinm’derto’actEnglish,anymorethanGhanaiansuse.only
their right hands to eat in order to display that they’re Ghanaian, But
Bourdieu held a prestigious chair at Paris’s Collége de France and
hadacareerintheheartofthe.Frmchacademicelihe,buthegrewup
in a village in southwest France, the son of a farmer turned postman,
and retained a critical distance from the social codes that surrounded
him as an adult. He saw the habitus as grounded in the distinctive
way in which a person used his or her body, what he called the “bodily
hexis,” “a durable way of standing, speaking, walking, and thereby
of feeling and thinking.*s (I wouldn’t bother to introduce this hor-
rible jargon if it weren't going to be useful later!) But it also includes
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modes of speech, such as what he once called the French “intellec-
tuals'newstyleofspeech—alitﬂehesitant,evenmumbling,intér-
rogative(‘non?’)andfaltering,’thathadreplaoed‘theoldpmfessorial
style(withitslangsentences,imperfectsubilmcﬁves,etc.)”‘
Youlearnhowtodressasamanorasawom:minwaysthatare
shapedbytheclothesyouaregivenasachﬂd,whichthemselvesam
selechedbecm:seofyou:gender.Youleamhowtowa]k,inpart,by
mtchingotherboysmgirlswa]]dng. If a man wears makeup—as

theProphetMuhammadworehohlamundhiseyesandMaasaimen'

painttheirfaceswithochre—he’]lwmitintbewayothermendo;
inmostsocieﬁes,womenweardiﬂ'erentstylesofmakmpfmmmen.
anoneofthisisparﬁuﬂaﬂyconscious:whenlbuyajachet,l'mnot
thinking, “Mustdraslikeaman.”Wheanalk,I.don'toonsciously
reflect that I'm not walking like a woman, Nevertheless, my clothes
andmygaitreﬂectmygenderandthemode]sofmascu]jnitylhave
reliedon.AsAfhb/Anjumremindsus,itisthmughouridentiﬁca—
tions that we recognize our models.
Gendernormsareenformdinmyﬂadways.lreca]lalesson
deliveted,whenlwaseightornine,bythededdedlyold-fashioned
headmaster of a school I then attended. His name was Reverend
Hanlney(ymlcanimaginewhatagmupofprepubescem-boy_smade
ofthat)andonedayhegaveusastemlecmrethattherewastobeno
roughhmzsing—'ragging'hecalledit,intheargotoftheday—inthe
combinationroomwl_:erewehungoutbetweenclassés.Ai:'ewdays
later,hecameintothgroomandfoundmesitﬁngontheches’tofa
fellowstudent,who,ifmemoryservesmeright,wecaﬂcd'Piggy,'
becm:sehisfamﬂynam_ewasHogsﬂesh.Iwastick]ingPiggyashe
Strugledtoescape.Weweresummonedtotheheadmas_ter’soﬂioe,
where my fellow ragger went first. I heard the sound of four whacks
on his bottom with a bamboo cane. So I girded myself up for the
same.BMaﬂnrthethirdwhack,ReverendHankeysmpped.‘I'mgiv-
ingmonelessthanHogsﬂesh,’hepmnounoedsolemnly. “I said
no ragging. Butifyoua:egoingtorag,it’sbetbertobeontop.’(‘lhe
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schooLifnotReverendHankey’sidealsofmasaﬂinity,dissolveda
few years later.)
Girlsin]apanseeothergirlscoveringtheirmm:thswhenthey
laugh.Theydolikewise.Iftheydon’t,theyareconeched.meecause
ofthis,somegaymenin]apana]socovertheirmouthswhenthey
wnmeﬁ.Becmxsethewaysinwhichmenandwomendmssandwa]k
indiﬂ'erent_socialgrwpsarediﬁ'emnf,youendupwa]kinganddmss-
inginwaysthatreﬂectymnidenﬁty,notiustymugenderbutyour
dassandymnethnicity.'l‘heswagerofsomeinner—cityAﬁican—
Ameﬂcanmenisasmuchareﬂecﬁonofdassasofraceandgender. -
The Encyclopedia q‘AfrioanAmericanPopularCultumtneﬁqﬂously
desm'besthestyleofthe‘pimpwa]k”asa“demonstraﬁonofcoolmas-
culinity...aoocksuteoombinaﬁonofleimuelystmtﬁng,blackaes-
theticsandpublicperformame..."’Awomanwhowalkedthatway
would strike others as strange; and most patients would be skeptical
ofdoctorswhowalhedthatway.whatevertheirraoeorsodalorigins.
Amongthemostmgmﬁcantelemen:tsofymubodﬂyhems
Bmudiehthought,werehabﬂsofusingyourmmzth;peopleaequire
adisﬁncﬁveag:cent,areoognimblewayofspeahng,thatreﬂects

.dimmsionsoftheirsbdalidentitw“Anaccentmdisﬁngtﬁshadass

orevenaprofession,asdoesthespeechofthehldicmuscava]zyofﬁ-
cer, Wellesley Ponto, in Thackeray’s 1848 Book of Snobs. Thackeray
describes him as “agauntandbonyyouth,’whoexplains&anklywhy
hengedshisfa’thenopayoffthedebtshehasaoqmednvingupm
the style of his more prosperous fellow officers.

“Gad!” says he, “our wedgment’s so doothid exthpenthif. Must
hunt,yoﬂknow.Amancouldn’t]iveinthewedgmentifhe
didn’t. Mess expenses enawmuth.”

Tha_clneraywassaﬁﬁzingsuchpeople;buttheaccentwasr@d.Andfhe
draw] and the lisp were meant to express an aristocratic indifference
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tohasteandalanguomus'unwﬂlingnesstowasteenergyinconvetsa-
tion.'I‘hestiﬂ'upperlipherewasnotiustﬁgmaﬁve. Bourdieu in his
workofferedanotherexampleofaconnecﬁonbetweentheoverall
habitus ofonedassandanother,inafasdnaﬁngdisazssionofthe
disﬁncﬁonbetweentwowordsinFrenchthatcanbothrefertothe
mouth,bouchaandgueuk.Thesociologist]ohn'Ihompsohmmma-

InFrenchthereisadisﬁncﬁonbetweenadosed,pinched
mouth(laboudw)andalargeopenmouth(laguculc). Individu-
a]sfromwodcing-dassbackgroundstendmdrawasociallyand
sexually overdetermined opposition between these terms: la
bouchcisassociahedwiththebou:geoisandthefeminine(g.g..
tight-lipped), whereas Ia gueule is associated with the popular
and the masculine (e.g., “big mouth,” “loud mouth™).

Asaremﬂt,speaking]ikeabmugeoiscanseemtoaworking-dass
Frenchmantobetrayhismascu]ixmyﬁ
Mostofusdonotthjnkofouraccentassomeﬂﬁngweconsciously
chose,nordoweusua]lyreﬂectuponthefactthatthereasonwe
speakthewaywedoreﬂectsmanydimensionsofidenﬁtybeyondthe

3 smmdjngﬁkemembersoftheﬁngﬁshuppernﬁddledasses;buhlike
\mostpeople,Ispeakinthewaymyschoolﬁ'iendsspo]_cewheanas
growing up. It’sunusualtoaoqtﬂretheﬂuencyofanaﬁvespeaker
inanewlangmgeasana’dult.Bu:taGhanaianmanIknow,whd
has]ivedin]apanforalongﬁme.toldmethatheonceapproached
a]apanesewomanwhowashavingtrwbhwithabicydewithaﬂat
ﬁre.WhenheﬁIststarhedspea]dngmher,shedidn’tlookup.l-Iis
]apanesesoundedquihenonﬁalmher.Whensheﬁnallyglancedup
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at him, he could see a look of astonishment cross her face. She hadn’t
expected to see a black-skinned foreigner. {For the record, the story
turns out well: she’s now his wife.)
Habitusandidenﬁtyareoonnechedbythefactthatwerecognize
oertainfbrmsofbehavior—accenls,butalsowaysofwaﬂdng,styles
ofd:ess—asthesignsofoertainfonnsofidenﬁtyandthatouridenﬁi
ﬁr.sshapeourhabitusuncmmcimmly.l’vesaidthatidenﬁﬁesmather
bccausetheygiveusreasonstodothings,reasonswethinkabout
consdoust.Buttheconnecﬁonbetweenidenﬂtyandhalﬂtusmeans
thatidenﬁﬁesmatterinunreﬂecﬁvewaysasweﬂ.ﬂedisﬁngtﬁshed
AmerimnsocialpsychologixtClmdeSteeledesm’beshowaymmg
blackg_raduateStudentattheUniversityofChimgo,troubledbythe
fearﬁﬂresponsesofwhitepeople,takestowhisﬂjngViva]diashe
waJksdownthestreet.Thesmdentsignalshisknowl_edgeof‘high
ctﬂhue,’andwhihepeople(whomightnotknowit's Vivaldi), recog-
nize this is-classical music. “While hardly being aware of it.” Steele
writes, they drop “the stereotype of violence-proneness. . . . Fear-
fades from their demeanor.** Seciolinguists have catalogued the
manywaysinwhichpeopleadiusttheirverbalstyleinresponseto
thesocialidentitiesofpeoplethey’reta]kingto,againwhﬂehardly
beingawareofit.l’vebeentoldthatladiustmyacoentinanémeﬁ-
can direction when I'm telling New York taxi drivers where I want to
go. It doesn’t matter that I apparently have a terrible American accent.
I’mtrying%thoutconsdm:slymeaﬂgto—tomake@selfeasier
tounderstandforpedplewhoareofhen,likeme,immigranis,andam
workingtounders-tandthelocaldialectofEnglish.

ESSENTIALISM

'I'hesecondimportantpsychologica]u-utha]sooomeswithafancy
name: essentialism. Psychological regearch has revealed that, long
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before anyone instructs children to group people into categories,
they’reprogrammedtodoitanyway. By the age of two, children
disﬁngﬁshbetweenmalesandfemalesandexpectthemtbbehave
diﬂ'erenﬂy.Andonoetheyclassifypmple,theybehaveasifeachper-
son in the group shares some inner something—an essence—that
explainswhytheya]lhavesomuchinmmmon. “Essentialism is
theviewthatcertajncategorieshaveanunderlyingm]ityortrue
naturethatonecannotobservedirectly.'thedeveloPmentalpsycholo-
gistSusanGelmansays,'butthatgivesanobjectitsidenﬁty,and
is responsible for other similarities that category members share *=
Chﬂdreneverywhereareﬁxll-ﬂedgedessenﬁalistsbythetimethey
are four to six years old,
It'snotthattheydon’tnoﬁcethesupe:ﬁdal,visiblefeahuesofpeo-
ple.Farfromit.'I‘heoolorofhairandsldnandotheraspectsofphysi-
calapparanceplayaroleindehermjningwhatsortsofpeopleare
gmupedmgether.lknawofadisﬁnglﬁshedblackNewYorkﬁterary
agentwhoﬁndschﬂdrenintheele‘famrofherbuildingreachingout
hoherforahug:intheirwoﬂdblackwumenarenannies,andnan-
niesarethereforthehugging.WhatessenﬁalismMisthatchﬂ-

strmbegiesformaldngsenseofthewuﬂdismﬁ)rmthesortsofgener-
alizations that linguists call “generics™—generalizations like “Tigers
€at people,” and “Women are gentle ” It also turns out that it's very
hard to say what makes generics true. They're not equivalent to uni-
vasaldaimslike‘A]lﬁgemeatpeople.’Afberall,mostﬁgershave
noteatenaperson;infact,very,veryfewhave.Asﬂ)rWhetherwomen
aregenﬂeweﬂ,whchwomen?CertamlynottheﬁerceAmazonreg
ment(whomtheFoncharminglyca]led'ou:mothﬂs,") that served
thenineteenth-oenturykingsofDahnmey.Sothegmericclaimthat
'Womenaregentle'doesn’tmeanallwomenaregentle;and"ﬁgers
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eat people” doesn’t mean that most tigers eat people. In fact, as my
ﬁ'iendthephilosopherSarah-]aneLesliehaspoimaedmxt,anepide-
miologist can sincerely say, “Mosquitoes carry the West Nile virus,”
whﬂeknowingthatggpercentofthemdon’tcarryit.
Genericswurkbyabasick:indofassociaﬁonofideas. So think-
ing *Tigers eatpeople”mmnsthat,facedwithaﬁgea-,yourdefmﬂt
response is going to be to think about its eating someone—perhaps
eveqyniz.“MosquimescmytheWestNﬂevirus’wﬂlhaveyomdocm
checlcingyou:temperatu:ewhe:nsheseesyourmosqui:hobibes.”As
theseexamplessuggest,onethingthatmakesitmorelikelythatwe’]l
accept a generic is if the property it mentions is one that we have a rea.
son to be ooncemedabmxt:]ikepeople—eaﬁngorpathogen-spreadjng.
But it also helps if we think of the class (tigers, women, mosqui-
toes) asakind.asagmupoforganismswithashazedessence.And
getﬁngchjld:entothinkofagrmq)pfpcopkasakindisveryeasy
'I'hepsychologlstMaqoneRhodesandhercol]eaguesdldthefollow

_ingshnpleexpeﬁmentlheyshawedfour-yar-oldspictu:esofaﬁc-

ﬁonalldndofpersontheyca]ledaZarpie.Thepictu:&weremale
andfemale,black,white,Latino.andAsian,ymmgandold.Withone
groupofldds,theexperimentersmadelotsofgeneﬁcremarksabout
these imaginary people—*“Zarpies are scared of ladybugs,” and the
]ike.With'anothergrmrpofkids,theyavoidedgenerics. (“Look at this
Zarpie! He'sa&aidofhdybugs!”)Aomdeofdayslmtheyshowd
the kids a Zarpie and said that he made a buzzing sound. It turned
m:tthatthekidswho’dheardalotofgenezics about Zarpies were
muchmomlikelytobe]ievethataIIZarpiesmadebu‘zzingsounds.
Genericm]kénoouragedthemtothinkonarpiesasal:indofper-
son.Andoncelddsthjnkonarpiesasakindofperson,they’remore
likelytoinferthartthebehaviorofoneZarpiereﬂectsthenatureofa]l
Zarpies,thatbuzzingi‘lclwsfromtheZalrpieessem:emza
Let'spmthelessonsofthelasttwoparagraphstogether.lcanget
youtothinkofpeople—evenagrmq:ofdiverse-lookjngpeopleof
bothsexesanda]lages—asakind,bymakinggeneﬁcremarksabout
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them.Andyou'remore]ikelyhoacoeptagenericdaimaboutagroup
ifwhatitsaysissomethingn_egaﬁveorworrying. We humans are
morelilnely,then,messenﬁa]izegmupsabmrtwhichwehavenega-
ﬁvethm:ghm;andmorelikelytoha;venegativethmghixaboutgroups
we'veessentialized.There’sanunformnateviciousdIdeform
(I'henexttimesomeoneﬁeﬂsyouthat‘Muslimsareterrorists,’you
mightwanttobearthatinmind.)

The plain fact is that we're really good at conjuring up Zarpies,
and viewing them with suspicion. Take the Cagots, of the French
andSpanishPyrenees.'I'houghtheylargelymelhedawayinthenine-
teenthcenmry,thrmghmigmﬁonandassimﬂaﬁon,theCagotswere,
foramiﬂennhun,treatedaspaﬁahs,relegatedtodisﬁvoreddistridx,
evenformdtousesepamtedomsinchuches,wheretheyreceived
theCommunionwaferattheendofasﬁck.Becausecontactwiththe
Cagotswascontamjmﬁng,theywereseverelypunishedfordﬁnldng
ﬁ'omthesamewaterbasinasothers,forfarmjng,orevenﬁ)rwa]k-
ing barefoot on the streets. Songs about them—one, recorded in the
mid-nineteenth century, goes: “Down with the Cagots, [ Let’s destroy
themaﬂ!/Let’sdestroytheCagots,/Anddownwiﬂlthernaﬂ!”——
madeitdearhowyoushouldregardthem,butdidn’ttellyouwhy.
What distinguished them from their neighbors? Not their appear-
ance.(rhat'swhytheywereforoedtoideﬁtifythemselveswithbadges
pinnedtotheirdothing.ofhenduckorgogsefeet,orfabﬁcfacsimi—
les.) Not their family names. Not their language. Not their religion.
TherealmysteryoftheCagois,GrahamRobbcondudesinhishis-
toryofFranoe,“wasthefactthattheyhadnodistinglﬁshingfeatuzes
at all."+

In large ways and small, essentialism shapes our public history,
anditshapesm:rpersonalhistoriesasweﬂ.lt’sthereintheresponses
ofsomewhitepeopletoClaudeSteele’sblack'graduahestudenton
the streets around the University of Chicago. I's evident, too, in the
wayswearepronetoassume,inthedomainofgender,that‘ﬁoyswd]l
beboys'andmen,men.Weexpecta]lkindsofgenderedbehavior

THE LIES THAT BIND 29

inwaysthatsuggestthatthereisaninnersomethingthatnotonly
explains why (as we might imagine) men lock like one another and
behave in similar ways. And when we first discover some who don’t—
men who don’t desire women, for example—we can be taken aback.
Our next step is usually not to abandon the thought that men desire
womgn,buttonoteanemception,whﬂesﬁddngtotheo]dgenera]iza—
tion. Only later are we likely to adopt a new category, gay men, that
aIIOWSustoretumtotheoldgeneralizaﬁon,nowaboutanewgrmm,
straight men. (So our second step is likely to be presupposing that
everyoneiseithergayorstraight,wlﬁchmmsoutnotmbeexacﬂy
true either.)

In the course.of this book, we'll encounter this most basic of our
cognitive habits over and over again. So it’s worth insisting from the
startthatessentialismaboutide:ntiﬁesisusuallywrong:ingeneral,
there isn’t some inner essence that explains why people of a certain
social identity are the way they are. We've seen already that there’s
Inorethanonewaytocometobeamanorawoman.'rhesmryofwhy
Ewes speak Ewe or Jains practice their religion doesn’t begin with a
sharedinnersomethjngthatexplainswhytheydothosethings.And
mosto£ﬂ1ethjngsthatmostpeopledoaren'tdonebmusctheyare
women or men, of this er that ethnicity or race or religion. Like the
imaginaryZarpies,mostgmupsofrealpeople,deﬁnedbythelarge—
scaleidentiﬁesthntshapemusocialworld,axeenormouslydiverse.

THE FOUR-DAY-OLD TRIBE

The last lesson in the psychology of identity I want to mention was
demonstratedinanexperimentthattookplaceoverafewdaysinthe’
beautiful, hilly woods of the San Bois Mountains of Oklahoma, in
1953.'I'hatsummer,ateamofresea1'chetsassembledtwugroupsof
eleven-year-oldboysatadjoiningbutseparatecampsjtes,inaplaoe
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ca]]edRobbersCaveStatePark.TheboyswﬂefmmtheOklahoma
Cityarea.T‘heyhadn’tmetbefore,buttheyca:neﬁomsimﬂar
backgrounds—they were Protestant, white, and middle-class. All
thjswasbycamﬁzldesign.'l‘heresearchersweresmdyingthefor-
mation of what social psychologists call in-groups and out-groups—
thewaythatmnsiondevelopedbetweenthemandthewayitmight
beallevianed—andthenobberscmexpeﬁmemisadassicpieceof
'I‘hecampareawasremoheanddenselywooded;theboyshadbeen
thereforaboutaweekbeforetheylamedthattherewasanother
campofboysneaxby.'l’hetwogrm:psthenchallenged&chctherto
competiﬁvegames,likebaseba]landtug-oﬂwar.lnthenextﬁmrdays,
aooupleoftbjngshappened.'l'hegmupsgavethemselvesnames—
theyweretheRatﬂersandtheEagles—andaﬁerceantagonismarose
betweenthem.F]agsweretorched;cabinswereraided;rockswere
co]lechedasweaponsforananﬁcipatedattack.”
Notioethattheboysfeltnoneedforaoollectivenameunﬁlmey
leamedaboutthepresenceofthoseotherboysonthecampgrmmds.
But,asourtheoryptedicts,toformidenﬁﬁesﬂleyneededlabels.
AmongtheRatﬂers,anethosof“tmlghness”deve]oped,aﬂerthey
discoveredoneofthehigher-stamsboysinthegmuphadincuned
anﬁnorinjurywithoutmentioningittoanyone;beingtoughs,they
also started to curse. The Eagles, having defeated the foul-mouthed
Rattlersinabaseba]lgame,decidedmdisiingujshthemselv_esbynot
cursing.Theseqlmsi-culturaldiﬂ'erenoescmﬂdberecogmzedinthe
wayeachgmupta]kedabmﬂitselfandtheothergmup:_thesaappy,
machothﬂersregardedtheEaglesas‘sissies”and‘litﬂebabies';the
pious and clean-living Eagles considered the Rattlers to be “bumsg.*6
Labe]scameﬁrst,then,butessencesfollowedfast.'I‘heboysdidn’t
developopposingidentiﬁesbecausetheyhaddiﬂ'erentnorms;they
developeddiﬂ'ermtnormsbecausetheyhadopposing-idemiﬁes.As
&rasidentitygoes,ittumsoutalotcanhappenmfourdays.
Ourthirdpsychologicaltmth,then,isiustthatwehlmansascn'be
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agreatdmlofsignj:ﬁcancemthedisﬁncﬁonbetweenﬂlosewhoshare
ouridenﬁﬁesandthosewhodon’t,theinsidersandthemnsiders,and
thatwedotlﬁswithideutiﬁesnew(lﬂnekatﬂersorEagles)andlong-
established, large and small, superficial and profound.

'I'here’sawhoﬂelistofpsychologicalhendenciesthatgowiththis
disﬁncﬁonbetweenin—grmlpsandout-groups. It may seem obvious,
foremmple,thatpeopletendtoﬁvorthoseoftheifownidﬂnﬁtyand
to lock down on out-group members. But given the scale of many
groups,thisshouldbemoresulprisingthanitis.WhywmﬂdaHindu
givepreferencetoanotherl—ﬁnduhedoesnotknowoveraMuslim
neighbor?'l'hereareabﬂlionHindus,andyouhaveonlyafewhun—
dredneighbors.Andyet,everywhereintheworld.wetahethissm'tof
partialty for granted.

There'sacommonsensewayoftalldngabouta]lthis.We'redaunish
creatures.Wedon’tiustbelongmhumankinds;wepref&muown
ldndandwe’reeasilypersuadedtotakeagainstoutsiders.Evohltion-
arypsychologislsthinkthesetendencieswereonoeadapﬁve;they
helpedpeople;urvivebycreaﬁnggroupstheycmﬂdrdyontodeal
with the hazards of prehistoric life, including the existence of other
groups competing for resources. Something like that is probably
right. Bmwhatevertheexplanation,itseemsprettydmthatwe're
not just prone to essentialism, we also have these clannish tenden.-
cies,andeachofushasahabitusshapedbyourvariousidentities.

'I‘helittletheoryofidenﬁtyljustsketchedandthosethreepsycho—
logirzlobservaﬁonshelpedmeaslsetm;ttothinkabouttheparticu—
larformsofidenﬁtythatarethemainsubjectsofthjsbpok.Having
theseideasathandwﬂlhelpuschartmuwaythroughreligion,naﬁon.
Iace,dass,andculmreassmlmesofidenﬁty.l’mgoingmstartwith
religion,becmxsemanymodemreligiousidenﬁtiesoonnectus“&th
some of the oldest human stories. You could debate whether, in that
sense, religious identities are older than national, racial, and cultural
ones;what'scertainisthataﬂofthesemodelnfomsofidenﬁtymn-
nect with religion,



3%';7.':_._ .?i_: ) KWAME ANTHONY APPIAK ]

-v\ f

Inthechaplrrsthatfo]lowl']lbeexplonngavanetyofwaysm
whlchldqntlt:escangoawry and can be enlisted for ill. So let me
oﬂ'erthksttpu]auonaswesetout'howevermlchldenhtybedevﬂs
us, weca.nnotdomthmztlt You’'ll recall the old joke. A man goes to
- see-a psychiatrist, He says, “Doctor, my brother’s crazy—he thinks
he’sachlcken The psychiatrist says, “Well, why don’t you bring him
m‘r"'Andthefe]lowrephes “Oh; I would, but we need him out there
hﬁnghqgs Social identities may be founded in error, but they
glveusmnhours comity, values, a sense of purpose and meaning: we
need.;thoseeggs
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Did he find four separating forces between his

‘temporary guest and him?

Name, age, race, creed. . ...

‘What, reduced to their simplest reciprocal form,
were Bloom’s thoughts about Stephen's thoughts
about Bloom and about Stephen’s thoughts about
Bloom’s thoughts about Stephen? -

He thought that he thought that he was a jew
whereas he knew that he knew that he knew that
he was not.

James Joyce, Ulysses
f1922)



