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of simply combining
a] ways of being in the world; identi-
Kimberlé Crenshaw, a feminist legal
otion of intersectionalitys
hich different forms of subordination
Blate to one another. Racism can make white men shrink from black men and
Bbuse black women. Homophobia can lead men in South Africa to rape gay
c but murder gay men. Sexism in the United States in the 1950s kept
Niddle-class white women at home and sent working-class black women to

k lesbian, for instance, isn't a matter

male and homosexu
s. That's why
introduced the n

Being a black 1
can-American, fe
es interact in complex way
and civil-rights activist,
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Bl stresses the complexity with w

vork for them. ‘
Let’s go back to Joe, with his NPR mug and his man bun. (Or are you pic-

haring a “Make America Great Again” tank top and a high—and—tif.h_if,’nt?)2 Having
identity doesn't, by itself, authorize you to speak on behalf of everyone of
lhat identity. So it can’t really be that he's speaking for all white men. But he
ban at least speak to what it’s like to live as a white man, right?
. Not if we take the point about intersectionality. If Joe had grown up in
Northern Ireland’ as a gay white Catholic man, his experiences might be rather
different from those of his gay white Protestant male friends there—let alone
fhose of his childhood pen pal, a straight, Cincinnati-raised reform Jew.* While
dentity affects your experiences, there’s no guarantee that what you've learned
from them is going to be the same as what other people of the same identity have
earned.
ightml'e‘, 98(}:’61']\-'? l}c;:n ]1‘01*%:\%}?1"01.'{:. In .the aca}dem}-’ during th‘:':: ide‘ntity-consci(.)us
1980s, many humanists thought that we'd reached peak “as a.” Some worried
that the locution had devolved into mere prepositional posturing. The literary
theorist Barbara Johnson wrote, “If I tried to ‘speak as a lesbian, wouldn't 1 be
processing my understanding of myself through media-induced images of what
g lesb?'fm is or through my own idealizations of what a lesbian should be?” In
the EH'?“‘ to be “real,” she saw something fake. Another prominent theorist
Gayatri (,ha‘li.ravort}-' Spivak, thought that the “as a” move was “a distancing’
R A IR )
tiplicity of her identili?zs. "()11(; 15 Ii'n()tl'Est one=I tzlm S:IPlpl 43R anEEY
B s wicie motijust (::nc ”J. hrL hing,” she observed.
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ur, Sometimes he’s speakin,
: is identities over the course of an hot s SRR, 0
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he’s speaking as an African-American, c;n purpose?”). Sometimes—as i

the appeal of camping (“sleeping outdoors ; ; "3
story I;ll;out having been asked his weight before boardlil(g I?e;ll'l;li :1;:‘:::{:0 12
speaking as “a man, a heterosexual, cisgender Dadman. ; s

w much I weigh.” \ ! 5 .
& 'ﬁme switchgin i)dentities can be the whole point of the JOkel;.I_«Iqire e
Rock,’ talking about his life in an affluent New Jersey subur d hs ik
man, I'm against the cops, but as a man with pI‘OPfrtYr wel'l, I nee t- e cops. If
someone steals something, I can't call the Crips!”” D‘rawmg attcntontitoicen
tain identities you have is often a natural way of drawing attention to the con-
tours of your beliefs, values or concerns.

But caveat auditor: Let the listener beware. Representing an identity is
usually volunteer work, but sometimes the representative is conjured into
being. Years ago, a slightly dotty countess I knew in the Hampstead area of
London used to point out a leather-jacketed man on a park bench and inform
her companions, with a knowing look, “He’s the head gay.” She was convinced
that gays had the equivalent of a pontiff or prime minister who could speak on
behalf of all his people.

Because people’s experiences vary so much, the “as a” move is always in
peril of presumption. When I was g student at the University of Cambridge
in the 1970s, gay men were tres chic: You couldn’t have a serious party without
some of us scattered around like throw pillows. Do my experiences entitle me
to speak for a queer farmworker who js coming of age in Emmett, Idaho?
Nobody appointed me head gay. :

If someone is advocating policies for gay men (o
adopt toward 83y men, what matters, surely, isn’t whether the person is gay but
whether the policies are sensible. Ag 4 gay man : P g
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¢ since Donald Trump cked out his
g electoral victory,® political analysts hafre been looking fo}l;opesﬂ)iifcitj
or the supposedly disgruntled white working-class voters Wit
their former Democratic allegiances, gave Mr. Trump ’the edge._

about a third of working-class whites voted for Hillary Clinton.
i explaining why white working-class voters went for Mr. Tru.mpj W(E;Jld
aking for the millions of white working-class voters who' didn t. ne
Beould say that she spoke as a white working-class woman in explaining
% voted for Mrs. Clinton just as truthfully as her sister could make the
aining her support for Mr. Trump—each teeing us up (o think
might figure into the story. No harm in that.
aim to speak for the white working

Behow, we can't stop trying. Eve

in expl
Bhow her class and race
BBr one. however, could accurately cl
resentative.

80 we might do well to ease up on “as a’—on the urge to underwrite our
ations with our identities. “For me,” Professor Spivak once tartly remarked,
Question ‘Who should speak’ is less crucial than ‘Who will listen?"

But tell that to Joe, as he takes a sip of kombucha—or is it Pabst Blue
n?? All right, Joe, let’s hear what you've got to say. The speaking-as-a con-
n isn't going anywhere; in truth, it often serves a purpose. But here’s
er phrase you might try on for size: “Speaking for myself . . .”

Neither has an exclusive on being rep

L CITATION

:h, Kwame Anthony. “Go Ahead, Speak for Yourself.” The Norton Reader: An
& Anthology of Nonfiction, edited by Melissa A. Goldthwaite et al., shorter

& 15th ed., W. W. Norton, 2020, pp. 68~71.

iSTIONS

:_ this essay, Kwame Anthony Appiah objects to a common form of argument
_aulhorlly, in which a speaker or writer prefaces a statement with an assertion
adentity: “As a such-: -suC o

3 y: “As a such-and-such, I .. .” (paragraph 1). How does this form of argu-
Itwork, and what are Appiah’s objections to it? :
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