
An Evolution in Identity Politics 

A talk I gave here in 2016 was titled “On Visibility and Fragmentation.” I 
concluded that talk by saying: “I believe that if we proactively start with the 
notion that the universe is fundamentally connected, then maybe the ways we 
divide ourselves up politically, economically, and socially will begin to seem so 
small and inconsequential that it no longer makes sense to fixate on them.” 

I’ve also talked about how creating tribes is instinctive. That our brains are 
good at putting boxes around others, and using labels to quickly sort and 
structure into ‘us and them’ categories, including implicit bias.  

The talks I have been privileged to give at First Unitarian Society are all my 
work in progress. They enable me to get closer to figuring out what it is I think 
and want to share about themes of polarization, our limited perception, 
linear thinking and – especially — how we fragment ourselves as human 
beings in a universe that is innately whole. I am always very grateful for the 
opportunity to connect with the engaged minds here. 

I have been absorbing a lot about fragmentation and wholeness, especially 
since becoming the editor of Minnesota Women’s Press. Last October, we 
hosted an event in which Sen. Patricia Torres Ray and Nekima Levy Armstrong 
talked about why we need to build much better solidarity among our 
movements of like-minded people. 

On August 6, we are convening another deep conversation — this one is in St. 
Paul, about transformative justice. The program includes this quote from 
adrienne maree brown that largely sums up the message of the conversations 
we have been featuring in the magazine this year: 

 
“Finding the places of healing and transformation, moving towards a 
world beyond enemies, is work that has to be done for our survival. 
Transformative justice asks us to consider how to transform toxic energy, 
hurt, legitimate pain, and conflict into solutions. To get under the 
wrong, find a way to coexist, be energy moving towards life, together. 
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 — adrienne maree brown, “Emergent Strategy” 

So how do we do that? How do we transcend the wrongs we have done to each 
other and find our way to being energy moving towards life, together? 

That is what I’d like to focus on today.  

In the process of welcoming stronger identities, how can we also train 
ourselves to be a stronger collective? For me it’s not a question of individual or 
collective. This is not a binary question that has one right answer. It is not a 
question about whether identity politics is good or bad. It is about building a 
better society with both: stronger individuals AND stronger unity. 

As a writer and editor, I collect the voices of many people in order to tell a 
story from multiple perspectives. This talk reflects several voices that are in 
my head :). It is, in a way, a collective embedded in my own individual identity. 

THE CONCEPT OF IDENTITY POLITICS  

I created today’s title, “An Evolution in Identity Politics,” before the 
controversy erupted at UUA’s General Assembly last month, which Rev. Kelli 
talked about last week, and Rev. David has been writing about since. I’d like to 
think this is an indication of me having my finger on the pulse of hot topics, :) 
but… identity politics has been a loaded term for a long time.  

Several months ago I interviewed a local feminist business owner, who is my 
age. She said she thinks identity politics has hurt the progressive movement by 
fracturing us into splinter groups. I quoted her on that, adding that she 
preferred the term “Rainbow Coalition,” used by Jesse Jackson when he was 
running for President in 1984. Members of the magazine, who are younger, 
objected to the quote because it disparaged the concept of identity politics. 
For me, that was an interesting introduction to the provocative nature of the 
term “identity politics.” It is largely why I wanted to explore it for this talk. 
Let me do a little unpacking first. 
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The term “Identity politics” was created in 1977 by a group of radical Black 
feminists, known as the Combahee River Collective [cahm-buh-hee]. The term 
had two intentions: 1) to acknowledge how their basic identities made them 
targets of oppression and exploitation. And, 2) to indicate that they were 
collectively and proactively confronting their vulnerability in society’s 
structure. They were skeptical of maintaining the status quo of politics and 
capitalism because of deep disparities around income, health, gender-based 
violence, and housing, among other inequities. 

According to the founders of the Collective, identity politics was not about 
being exclusionary. Nor was it about deciding who is most oppressed. They 
were seeking to validate their experiences as Black women, while becoming 
active around fighting for the issues that were important to them. 

That, to me, is an example of the best way of merging both our individual and 
our collective natures. It is the kind of political movement that rose up as 
#MeToo, Black Lives Matter, Standing Rock, and Stonewall 50 years ago. 

I think everyone in this room would agree that improving the worth and dignity 
of all individuals is important work.  

Where I think we are falling short is in finding alignment with those who don’t 
match our personal identities, or immediately agree with our perspectives or 
solutions. That needs to change if we are to get better momentum in 
confronting the status quo.  

CONFLICT BETWEEN INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE 

A few months ago I discovered the book, “Collapse: Dreaming Another World,” 
and sat down for coffee with the author, Medora Woods. I reached out to her 
partly because of the quote from her book that is in the Order of Service today:  

“How do I differentiate between the world of each of us as individuals, 
and the world of all of us as a collective? Our minds, influenced more 
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than we can ever know by our culture, our time in history, our place in 
geography, and our language – creating vastly different worlds.” 

The quote resonated with me. Each of us is our own world, trying to co-exist in 
a collective world, colliding, and jostling for position, and intersecting to 
create what then becomes a newer world. Every time we correct someone for 
hurting our feelings – every time we call out bad behavior – every time we offer 
support and recognition – we are making an impact on what happens next. Not 
just in our individual lives, but in the lives of everyone we touch in our new 
world. 

I saw a simple example of this in May. Local advocate Asma Mohammed spoke 
before a Minnesota Senate committee, trying to remove the statute of 
limitations that restricts when you can report sexual assault. She and other 
women who spoke said that the psychology of trauma tells us that it can take 
many years, sometimes decades, before the victim of sexual assault feels able 
to talk about what happened, and be willing to come forward to name it. They 
believe the limitations should be relaxed to allow women to report at any time, 
if they want to take that step in healing. It was not necessarily about getting a 
conviction, but about having the right to report the crime. 

Several senators on the panel pushed back. One Democrat from St. Louis Park 
pointed out that eyewitness testimony can be faulty. His implication seemed to 
be that no one can prove whether assault was committed, based on a woman’s 
potentially faulty memory, so why bother? 

Video of the hearing was shared on social media. Within a week, the Senator 
had changed his position, saying he’d heard from others who helped him see 
things in a new light. When I asked Asma to comment for the magazine, her 
response was that every conversation is a stepping stone, and that at least this 
senator might approach survivors differently in the future. She said, “I’m 
hopeful that we can find male allies through conversation and train them to 
challenge rape culture.”

I know most of the women who testified about this law. They are Muslim, 
white, and African-American survivors of assault. They were united together in 
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a process of trying to explain to largely a group of men why their experience 
tells them the statute needs to be changed. It is easy to dismiss an “other” for 
not agreeing with you — labeling them as a stubborn relic of the patriarchy that 
is not listening, for example. It is harder to leave the door open and keep 
working.  

One of the things I am starting to think about is how we are slowly becoming 
a more fluid, intersectional culture. Yet we don’t yet seem to be a society 
that can easily let go of the binary instinct. It is easy, for example, for us to 
label “patriarchy” as bad and “matriarchy” as good. How are we going to 
create a more fluid world, without labels and boxes and implicit bias, if we 
are still kicking people out of our “tribes?” 

For the past five years, I’ve co-led a consciousness circle that meets monthly. 
Last month a long-time member said something both simple and profound: 
human beings understand nouns better than process. We label things to a fault, 
and neglect our interaction.  

Another member, who shares my interest in quantum mechanics, pointed out 
that light is both a particle and a wave. Aren’t human beings the same? A 
snapshot in time, while simultaneously being a force of energy that vibrates 
and ripples through everything around us? Hold that thought … and I’ll see if I 
can unpack what that means as I go. 

JOHN DIETRICH: Past 

Let’s start by taking a step into the past. I’d like to bring in Rev. John Dietrich 
to give us his perspective, from 100 years ago, about what the status quo was 
then. 

I bring him in for this conversation largely based on two talks he first gave in 
1922: “What’s Wrong with the World” and “Grounds for Hope in the Present 
Chaos.”  
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He talked about why the economic system of corporate men made sense when 
the industrial revolution began. That we needed investors with an incentive to 
build factories, install machinery, find and ship raw materials, and create 
railroads and shipyards. They needed to feel they could make a profit for their 
investment.  
  
After that, however, the world changed. Let’s hear now from Rev. John 
Dietrich, from his 1922 perspective, about what is wrong with the world, and 
grounds for hope in the chaos. 
  
  
 “What’s Wrong With the World” [DAVID READ] 

  
The thing we need today is more light and less heat — more of the light 
of clear thinking, of genuine insight, and of sympathetic understanding, 
and less of the heat of recrimination, of mere denunciation, of prejudice 
and bitterness. We shall never know what is wrong with the world so 
long as our attention is centered on surface grievances. The trouble lies 
much deeper than that. It goes to the very foundations upon which our 
social structure is built. 

  
 [We need to] cease to condemn the man who steals a loaf of bread 
while we pay honor to the man who steals a million dollars. We must be 
willing to cast off our old economic principles of private control; our 
ethical system that deals only with individual wrong-doing; and fashion 
economic, political, and ethical systems which shall meet the new 
conditions of a complex social life. 

  
Where are the “Grounds for Hope in the Present Chaos”? 
  

No civilized nation is any longer sufficient unto itself; we are all 
mutually interdependent for the very basic necessities of life. The 
success and prosperity of any one nation is dependent upon the success 
and prosperity of the whole, and no one group can suffer without 
bringing equal suffering to every other group. 
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This interdependence has been a fact for some time, but people have 
not recognized the fact or stopped to realize its implication. That has 
been one of the chief sources of our trouble — the conflicting ideals and 
policies of different nations that in reality are as interdependent as the 
different wards in the City of Minneapolis. 
  
We are beginning to realize that in the past we have been sacrificing 
human life on the altars of patriotism and production and property and 
[prosperity]. We are beginning to realize that the great community is the 
one in which there are the largest number of strong, happy, free, 
symmetrically developed human beings, and what applies to a 
community applies to the world at large. 

Great insights from Rev. Dietrich. Thank you. Of course, it does seem that we 
have the same status quo, economically, as we did 100 years ago. 

CARL JUNG: Being Present 

To explore what we might be missing — what might help us evolve in order to 
dismantle the status quo so that inequities can be addressed — let’s look at 
what Carl Jung said about, essentially, being present in a different way.  

John Dietrich respected Jung as “one of our greatest psychologists.” In an 
unfinished manuscript, Jung wrote about something that deeply impacted him 
during a visit to a Pueblo community in New Mexico. “Memories, Dreams, 
Reflections” (page 252) 
While talking with a Native man, Jung saw how much the elder felt 
overwhelming emotion and reverence for the universe of nature — the sun, the 
mountains, the water. The elder told Jung that most people are ugly to each 
other because they do not live in that reverence.  

Said the Native man: “What are whites seeking? They always want 
something; they are always uneasy and restless. We do not know what 
they want. We do not understand them. We think that they are mad.”  

Why?, I asked.  
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“They say that they think with their heads,” he replied.  

“Why of course. What do you think with?” I asked him in surprise.  

“We think here,” he said, indicating his heart. 

Carl Jung believed in both individuation and the collective. It’s not enough to 
withdraw from society and seek your salvation as an individual, he said. The 
collective society evolves only when individuals withdraw into solitude, have a 
vision of our transcendent unity, and return to community with a new sense of 
connection. (page 133-134 "Jung the Mystic") Without deeper and widespread 
self reflection — reverence for the unity found in nature — (page 203, 205) we 
react out of inferiority complexes. We inflict trauma. We are mad. 

Dietrich talked about Jung late in his tenure here, in a talk called “The 
Comprehensive View” [#898]. His summary: “The age in which we live has been 
too much addicted to pulling things to pieces. It analyzes life and kills it. It 
individualizes humanity until the social bond is shattered.” 

He quoted John Dewey in the same talk, saying that we are both individuals 
and parts of a humanity that extends from past to future. We won’t change our 
power structure, Dewey said, by legislation, new economic system, or changed 
industrial order. We will change things only by creating a sense of our unity.  

A more contemporary voice to bring into this conversation is Alison Gopnik, who 
wrote a 2018 Atlantic Monthly article titled, “When Truth and Reason Are No 
Longer Enough.” 
Basically, she pointed out that, whether we like it or not, psychology trumps 
truth and reason. Some of us feel able to say out loud that our tribe counts and 
that others don’t. Tribalism is seductive. Yet, she wrote, “There is no reason 
loyalty to people you know should make you hostile to people you don’t.”  

Lately I’ve been asking a variety of people to answer this question: Where does 
your identity come from? How do you decide who you are? 
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It is a hard question to answer. Which is why … I don’t think identity is 
ultimately a great focal point. If Carl Jung was exploring our inner psyche with 
us today, I don’t think he’d be using the categories of gender and ethnicity and 
age and social class.  

When we celebrated our 100-year anniversary as a humanist congregation here 
in 2016, feminist scholar Sonita Sarker was on this stage and said: “We are good 
at bean counting — compartmentalizing based on race, gender, class. And 
compartmentalizing is what we are trying to fight.” 

I’d say all of us here agree that skin color is not something that should be a 
measure of exclusion. That we should not put up borders based on ethnic and 
religious origins. That it would be great if society was filled with people able to 
be introspective — to be able to find their biases and unroot them so that we 
can become more unified. 

But I also see an embedded danger. I think we tend to see the bias as being 
“theirs.” I think we tend to see a dominant culture that “invites” others in, or 
that we have to be let into, or break our way into. I think we tend to see 
inclusivity as a generous invitation that widens our circle.  

We need to start seeing that the circle already includes all of us.  

adrienne maree brown: FUTURE 

To learn how to do that into our future, I want to bring back adrienne maree 
brown. She is the Detroit-based author of “Emergent Strategies,” and the 
newer “Pleasure Activism.” Nearly 10 years ago she said this: “I’ve never been 
into identity politics. I’ve long felt that people spent too much time analyzing 
the labels of past generations.”  

As a biracial woman, she grew up on military bases with culturally mixed kids. 
She said, “By the time I arrived at a Southern middle school, where the kids 
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segregated themselves into white and black, I didn’t feel beholden to any 
labels.” 

Brown says she wants to see a post-partisan, post-binary world where we 
embody our whole selves. In a 2018 interview with YES! Magazine, she said this:  

We currently live in a reality of scarce justice, scarce attention, scarce 
liberation. It makes us believe that we must pit ourselves against each 
other. 

That scarcity is the lie. The society we want to build, the society we 
want to structure and move toward, is one in which there’s abundant 
justice, abundant attention, abundant liberation, where there is enough 
for all of us to feel attended to.  

Pleasure Activism is all about this question of how do we make justice 
and liberation the most pleasurable experiences we can have with each 
other? I think that organizations, movements and groups, collectives 
need to attend to the quality of being with each other.  

We have to get passionate about each other, not passionate about our 
position, because positions shift and change over time. 

In my opinion, our challenge is that we need to spend less time focused on 
ourselves as nouns, and particles, and positions. We need to get better at 
recognizing that we are part of a process — an evolving work in progress — that 
ripples from our individual present to our collective future. We are all part of 
the interdependent whole.  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