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DO PARTISAN IDENTITIES
ADD A PLEASANT FLAVOUR TO DAILY LIVING -
OR
DO THEY REALLY CONSTITUTE
A TRAP THAT UNDERMINES
TRUE HUMAN SOLIDARITY?
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This BLOG is copy of my review, published in The Political
Quarterly, Vol. 95/2 (April-June 2024), pp. 376-77, under the title
‘Uniting the Human Race’.

The book under review = Yascha Mounk, The Identity Trap:A
Story of Ideas and Power in Our Time (Allen Lane, London, 2023),
pp. 401. See link = http://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.13393.

Note: | was invited by the journal to contribute this review, since
I have already written on the subject of ‘Identities’ in one of my
most widely read and quoted BLOGs to date.!

The truth is that all individuals have more than one identity. They can be
classified under many headings - whether by age, citizenship, class, education,
ethnicity, gender, intelligence, language, region, religion, or sexuality ... to

name some commonly invoked criteria. If an identity is chosen voluntarily - for
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example as fan of a football club or pop group - it can be a delightful thing to
own and to share with fellow fans. How much importance to attach to this

identity then becomes a matter of choice.

Yet, if one special aspect of an individual’s existence is singled out and
harshly attacked, then that one identity can quickly become all-preoccupying -
whether in defiant pride or fearful resentment. Subjective emotions quickly
overtake dispassionate analysis. Little wonder that political campaigners often
appeal to simplified sectoral identities - and stoke the stereotypes, to keep the

polemical fires burning. Human solidarity is undermined.

That danger is the core message of Yascha Mounk’s new book on The
Identity Trap. He himself is of Polish parentage, born and reared in Germany,
educated in Britain and the USA, and currently working in the USA. As a result,
he lives with the complexities of identity. He has described himself, for
example, as a native German-speaker who never felt at home in Germany. And
in this book, he takes up his pen to warn the world against crude over-

simplifications.

Mounk’s writing style is chatty and accessible. Each chapter ends with a
useful list of key points. At the same time, his arguments are buttressed by

ample documentation. His purpose is deadly serious.

An opening peroration explains both ‘the lure and the trap’ of identity
politics (pp.1-21). The story gathers force by examining the American Civil
Rights movement of the1960s. Insofar as the book has a (muted) hero, he is the
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Junior. He sought to forge an ecumenical
campaign, endorsed by people of all skin colours and backgrounds. In his
famous speech ‘I have a Dream’ (August 1963), he expressed the hope that one
day: ‘little black boys and girls will be holding hands with little white boys and

girls’. A colour-blind universalism and egalitarianism will prevail.



However, some colleagues began to fear that King’s soaring idealism
lacked hard-edged realism. They called instead for ‘Black Power’ to deliver a
more immediate route to remedy injustices. And, over time, as progressive
reforms came only slowly, others on the American political Left began to lose

faith in universalist solutions to deep-rooted inequalities.

Accordingly, Part 1 of this book (pp. 23-81) examines the genesis of what
Mounk calls the ‘identity synthesis’, whereby universalist/liberal values are
exchanged for sectional ‘affinities’. After the Second World War - with the
growing awareness of the Holocaust and the advent of the atomic bomb - faith
in grand visions of the progressive unfolding of history began to falter. Thinkers
like Michel Foucault (1926-84) argued that knowledge systems were nothing
more (or less) than expressions of power. And Jean-Francois Lyotard (1924-98)
proclaimed, equally firmly, that the era of ‘Modernity’ had ended. Instead,
people were living in a new ‘Age of Postmodernity’, in which absolute values

were yielding to relative ones.

Critics of universalism thus argued that legal systems were not
benevolently impartial. They were instead ‘cloaks for privilege’. One radical
maxim stated that ‘Neutrality is political’. Another declared that: ‘Racism is
permanent’. Action to help society’s most disadvantaged groups (especially
those defined by race, gender and sexuality) was urgently needed. Separate
‘identities’ were thus not to be denied. Instead, they were to be embraced - and
each group should be helped separately, secure in the validity of its own ‘lived

experience’. A ‘proud pessimism’ (pp. 69-71) had arrived.

After that, Mounk devotes Part 2 (pp. 83-126) to demonstrating how the
‘identity synthesis has swept through American Universities - and begun to
influence corporate, philanthropic, and political life as well. The impact of

social media simultaneously encourages the sharing of confessional narratives.



In addition, Mounk notes the human capacity for ‘group think’, especially on
emotive issues. Furthermore, the Presidency of Donald Trump fuelled a surge of
frustration and anger amongst the American political Left. Radical zeal was
channelled into immediate campaigns on the ‘identity’ frontier, where local

successes could raise morale.

Having recognised the ‘lure’ of identity politics, Mounk turns in Part 3 (pp.
129-235) to refute its claims. Here he pulls no punches. The ‘identity synthesis’
has too many internal contradictions to constitute a coherent philosophy. For a
start, disadvantaged people do not always agree among themselves. Then
societies are not all perennially divided into mutually uncomprehending groups.
There is much overlapping and sharing. Thus it is historically erroneous to think
that each type of cultural output belongs exclusively to one specific group and
cannot be adopted or adapted by others. Moreover, a ‘cancel’ culture that halts

free discussion of such issues risks fuelling despotism rather righting injustices.

Building upon those criticisms, Mounk in Part 4 (pp. 239-90) ends with a
rousing defence of liberal democratic values. With care and empathy, people
can understand and help one another. Universalist programmes to provide good
health care, housing, education, job opportunities, access to transport, peaceful
neighbourhoods, and freedom from discrimination, can - given time and
commitment - work wonders. ‘Progressive separatism’ is not actually

progressive. Instead, it inculcates a negative pessimism.

These debates are likely to continue. But Mounk now detects a growing
readiness among critics of the ‘identity synthesis’ to voice their objections - as

he has decided to do in this admirably thoughtful book.

In that spirit, this reviewer wishes to add one further point that is not fully
covered by Mounk. At one stage (p.100), he cites (disapprovingly) the case of

an eminent American University where students are discouraged from stating



that: ‘There 1s only one race, the human race’. Elsewhere, too, Mounk refers to

racial classifications as ‘dubious’ (p. 262).

But let’s be franker. The attempt at establishing a so-called ‘scientific
racism’ led into an intellectual blind alley. Experts could not even agree on the
number of separate ‘races’. Today, geneticists confirm that all people carry
variants of one biological template, known as the human genome.? Hence
individuals from all branches of the human family can inter-marry and breed
fertile offspring - the fundamental test of one common species. Mounk does
himself refer to the ever-growing number of so-called ‘mixed-race’ individuals
(p.-14), who do not fit into simple ‘racial’ classifications. But are they fully

human? Of course, they are.

True, some people today maintain strongly racist attitudes. That’s an
urgent problem for societies to address. Yet it’s not a good reason for endorsing
the separatists. Humanity must avoid the ‘identity trap’ and walk with Martin
Luther King. He sought to transform: ‘the jangling discords of our nation into a
beautiful symphony of brotherhood’ [or: siblinghood!] King was brutally cut
down in his prime. But his cause and his optimism are needed today more than
ever. Can the human family get its global act together, at this time of climate
crisis? That’s another huge and urgently-unfolding story ... but anyone
immediately seeking a measured faith in liberal human universalism should read

Yascha Mounk.
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