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Abstract 

Central to this paper are two concepts: one is “being” and another “identity”. Both concepts are intertwined in 

the personhood of the person; but, from a specific perspective that this paper espouses, “being” is viewed as 

absence since we cannot locate it in the present, except in its state of non-being (with the future always 

already moving into the past before ‘I’ can fully experience it in the present), whereas identity is constructed 

through the consciousness of being (that there is in fact an ‘I’ that knows itself as ‘I’ in the historical present); 

identity is viewed as “present” and a product of society and circumstances. This paper argues that all notions of 

identity made outside a notion of “being” or “absence” – I use them interchangeably because I cannot think of 

a moment in which I am in the present and which has simply moved on to become my past – result in a politics 

of resentment; genuine struggles descend into extremism and their concerns are restricted to narrower terms 

of identification rather than a more accommodative and inclusive notion of identity. The politics of identity 

must confront its limitations in the quest for absoluteness, because of the tendency to arrive logically and 

prescriptively towards a monolithic understanding of reality where the historical present, as in the position I 

occupy in the political historical context, is privileged over the fact that the “present” is never really the present 

but the past or the future. No identity is possible without an insight into the presence of another being (which 

is possible when I view my own present as a passing one) within the field in which one exists as a self. In other 

words, I am entitled to assert my selfhood, like in attempting to preserve my self-respect. I cannot fix the event 

in the absolute present, but must look at it as an attempt to engage in dialogue with another being outside the 

“self” that is simultaneously both ‘I’ and ‘me’ as far as my physical and psychological needs are concerned. 

 

Keywords: being, identity, infinity, globalization, extremism  

 

 

Motto: ”So also I thought about thee, O Life of my life, as stretched 

out through infinite space, interpenetrating the whole mass of the 

world, reaching out beyond in all directions, to immensity without 

end; so that the earth should have thee, the heaven have thee, all 

things have thee, and all of them be limited in thee, while thou art 

placed nowhere at all” (Saint Augustine, Book Seven Confessions).  

 

Motto: ”Nature is an infinite sphere whose center is everywhere and 

whose circumference is everywhere and whose circumference is 

nowhere” (Blaise Pascal, Pensées). 

 

 

Introduction: God, Nature and the Human Person: 

To Saint Augustine, God is everywhere and simultaneously nowhere – a reality greater than time 

or space and yet all things have thee (Augustine 135). Teske in Paradoxes of Time in Saint Augustine 

points out that Saint Augustine was the first Christian thinker in the West “to articulate with clarity 

the concept of divine eternity as timeless, as being all at once without past or future” (57). The 

present in Augustine is something like the black hole of the cosmos that can absorb time as memory 

or desire into a state of timelessness; the being of God is identified in this state that is neither past 

nor future. Timelessness is not the absence of time as much as it is no-time at all. The poem “Even 

Such is Time”, by Walter Raleigh, opens with the lines: “Even such is time, that takes in trust/ Our 

youth, our joys, our all we have,/ And pays us but with earth and dust”. Milton begins his sonnet with 

the lines: “How soon hath Time, the subtle thief of youth, / Stol'n on his wing my three-and-



Prakash Kona, ”Identity and Not Identification: Arriving at the Infinit Point Where Not-To-Be Is To Be”. 

Identity and Conflict in Cultural and Geo-Political Contexts (Part II) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 3, no 1/2014 Page 3 

 

twentieth year!” In both instances, time is a reality, but an absent one. In the former case, it is a 

betrayer of trust because it does not meet our expectations and instead “pays us but with earth and 

dust”; and in the latter it is a “subtle thief” not of age but of youth. Both poets are mourning the 

absence of time. To conceive of time as absence is to imagine time as not being present. The line: “I 

wish I had the time” is in a way a consciousness of the absence.  

The timelessness in which God exists is not about time as an absence; it is about time not being 

there at all. The lack, the loss or the absence is recognition of the evanescent nature of human 

experience. It is also indication of the fact that something existed in the past for it not to be present 

here and now. That, however, is not the case with God whose eternal presence defines in essence 

what timelessness is. As Teske notes: “The first paradox arises from the skeptical question about 

what God was doing before he made heaven and earth. Augustine’s answer could hardly be more 

paradoxical; he said that there was no time when God did nothing, since there was no time before 

God created heaven and earth” (Teske 1).  

That’s what makes the latter a state of void outside time “when God did nothing”, or spreading 

across time, when one feels betrayed that time has passed without one’s noticing it. 

In some way, Pascal is paraphrasing Saint Augustine when he attributes to Nature the quality of 

being everywhere and nowhere – he gives Nature the image of an infinite sphere to make his point 

(Pascal 11). A sphere is infinite because we cannot locate a beginning or an ending. The paradox of 

something without a beginning or an ending applies to nature as much as to God because it defies all 

attempts to be logically comprehended. Pascal renders insignificant the distinction between the 

center and the circumference simply by making “everywhere” synonymous with “nowhere” in the 

context of the statement. To say that air is everywhere is also to say that it is nowhere in particular. 

The paradox lies in the sense of the statement rather than in its grammatical correctness. While 

examining the sense of the statement, it would be unreasonable to rely upon logic because nature as 

“infinite sphere” and God as “infinite space”, both defy logical comprehension. How does one 

consciously make sense of a sphere or space that is infinite! At some level both are rhetorical 

statements because they are emphasizing the fact that nature and God are beyond human finitude. 

The precondition for the statement is faith in the infinity of both nature and God. Since both nature 

and God are outside the scope of reason, they enter the domain of faith – which is the realm of being 

or absence. As human persons, we participate in that eternal present where we experience infinity. 

When Blake speaks of holding “Infinity in the palm of your hand/ And Eternity in an hour”, he is 

speaking of an intense awareness of that almost non-existent present that stands before the future 

has occurred and beyond the realm of the past. Though it is a timeless moment, that’s where we are 

in that absence before we move into the past or await for the future. We experience a momentary 

lapse of reason at the precise point we experience the infinity of nature and God. 

In Totality and Infinity Levinas says: “It is not the insufficiency of the I that prevents totalization, 

but the Infinity of the Other” (Levinas 80). Somewhere the haunting notion of the infinite as outside 

oneself - as not-I - is used as the basis of an identity which cannot be identified. To identify is to 

reduce something to finitude simply because one loses one’s sense of selfhood in the context of the 

infinite. Identity relies on fixing time within the grammatical framework of language to enable the 

functioning of day-to-day life. I cannot continue to be myself once I recognize the infinity of what is 

other-than-myself. Whether the God of Augustine, the Nature of Pascal or the Other of Levinas, 

there is an infinite point, an almost-absence that is in and outside of time, where not-to-be is what 

being is. Like God and nature, the personhood of the human person refuses to be reduced to the 

finitude of social frameworks which necessarily rely on identity for practical reasons. Any attempts at 

identification are smashed to bits and human languages will necessarily miss the point where the 

person can be identified. The politics of identification is about consciously disallowing the notion of 

the timeless present from entering into everyday or historical time. The latter relies on memory and 

the reconstruction of events in order to enable the possession of a meaningful past. 

My argument revolves around the paradox that to be is to be absent, whereas identity is about 

presence and visibility. Where identity becomes an end in itself, the result is identification and a 
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politics of chauvinism; identification is the face of identity where pre-given notions determine what a 

person is. A photograph in a police file is the best example of identification. It restricts the 

possibilities of any further definition. The spaces of personhood are in a sense closed. The person is 

isolated from his or her beingness. The flux of absences, the non-being where I am a person thrown 

between the past and the future, defined and redefined in the cauldron of the eternal present – any 

sort of identification deprives me of my sense of “infinity”. The creative space of being is lost to a 

definition of who I am or what I could possibly be. If I am only in the infinitely miniscule space that I 

call the present, it is so simply because it breaks the limits placed by identity which is something that 

exists in my memory and reminds me each moment of my conscious life of who I am. I cannot, 

however, restrict who I am to either memory or hope that is in the future. It is the present where I 

really am that creates and recreates identities for me. My being in that present is a fertile and 

perennial source enabling me to think and feel my self as an infinite other to myself. 

Thus, John of Gaunt in Shakespeare’s Richard the II will speak of himself in terms of being “gaunt” 

punning on his “leanness” and “age”.  

 

O how that name befits my composition! 

Old Gaunt indeed, and gaunt in being old: 

Within me grief hath kept a tedious fast; 

And who abstains from meat that is not gaunt? 

For sleeping England long time have I watch'd; 

Watching breeds leanness, leanness is all gaunt: 

The pleasure that some fathers feed upon, 

Is my strict fast; I mean, my children's looks; 

And therein fasting, hast thou made me gaunt: 

Gaunt am I for the grave, gaunt as a grave, 

Whose hollow womb inherits nought but bones (Shakespeare, Richard the II, II. i). 

 

Shakespeare problematizes how we speak about identity and reveals to us its fictional or 

constructed character. Is gaunt then a noun, an adjective or a verb? John of Gaunt in the above lines 

is talking about his condition and he uses his name, the place of his birth being Ghent. Gaunt then is 

the name of a place associated with another proper noun, John. Is it possible to separate the name of 

the person from that of the place when we talk about one and the same being? The ambivalence and 

ambiguity that surrounds how one thinks about oneself is captured through the word-play. Thus 

gaunt as a word will be an absence that is open to multiple interpretations. Hence, John of Gaunt will 

say: “O, how that name befits my composition!” while referring to his condition. Identity therefore 

can never exist in an “in-itself” situation, but is always already in need of an other. When one is as in 

being in the present, one experiences a sense of unity with the world around. In a state of identity 

one knows oneself through language. There is no human language in which one understands or 

knows oneself without being in a state of otherness. Such a sense of being implies that “I” exist in a 

relation to another person as if that other person were paradoxically more “me” than myself. 

In one of his last interviews, the filmmaker Tarkovsky says: ”Man's only specificity is his feeling of 

dependence, this freedom that he gives himself to feel dependent. This sensation is the path of 

spirituality. Man's luck consists in ceaselessly developing the path leading to spirituality” (Gianvito 

170). 

The idea of freedom as complete autonomy is an illusion. What we call freedom has to emerge 

from the awareness that there is another being present in the vicinity of where I belong or where I 

wish to be. The “spirituality” that Tarkovsky is talking about is one where the human person is 

dependent on a creator.  

 

Dependence is man's only chance, since this faith in the Creator, this humble awareness that one 

is only the creature of a superior being, this belief has the power to save the world. One must fill 

one's life with servitude. This relationship is very simple: it resembles the one that unites children 
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to a parent. One must recognize the authority of the other. It is this respect, this servitude, that 

gives man the strength to look inside himself, that furnishes him with his introspective, 

contemplative look (Gianvito 170). 

 

Tarkovsky’s understanding of spirituality is directed towards “a superior being” because it gives 

one the humility of being part of a whole rather than be a whole entity that need not recognize the 

existence of a world independent of oneself. The notion of a spiritual dependence on the idea of a 

creator complements what we call dependence on other beings around us. In more than some sense, 

the dependence defines our freedom to be ourselves. In the absence of such an insight into the 

nature of dependence, we are victims of an illusory sense of being able to choose our life without 

any need to acknowledge those around us.  

The question of asserting one’s freedom as a way of preserving identity operates at the level of a 

seeming paradox, because I can be myself only to the extent that I know how much I depend on you. 

An overemphasis on identity which inevitably degenerates into the politics of identification is violent 

because it does not have otherness to it. Identity relies on the construction of the past through 

memory, while a sense of otherness emerges from my knowledge of myself through the eternal 

present in which I can only be an other person that is not relying on memory to give me a sense of 

beingness. Identity makes demands that prevent me from engaging with the flux of otherness which 

comes from my sense of being. Notions of human dignity that are essentially rooted in identity 

enable individuals to assert their presence as social persons. In identification, the idea of a 

“collective” body merges with the individual leaving no space for otherness. Self-interest and 

opportunism get confused with collective good or some such recipe meant for the welfare of all the 

members of a social group where the world exists only in black and/or white terms. 

Whether such identification is rooted in race, caste, religion or nation – it indubitably needs 

enemies – both real and imaginary or a combination – to sustain it. It thus degenerates into finitude. 

Time is not the issue, but how we envision time. Time that is reduced to possession does not have 

the divine eternity that Saint Augustine was talking about. Infinity is a physical thing in how we see 

pain and joy as being forever in some sense. More importantly, infinity is the time and space that we 

open to the worlds of others around us. The main point is that identities constructed on a notion of 

being are willing to negotiate possibilities of dialogue at various levels. Identities without a sense of 

being make it impossible to provide space for the other. Therefore, the identification. 

The history of being is a history of the absence, whereas the history of identity is the history of 

the truth of being. Heidegger’s view is that: ”The being of Da-sein finds its meaning in temporality. 

But temporality is at the same time the condition of the possibility of historicity as a temporal mode 

of being of Da-sein itself, regardless of whether and how it is a being in time” (Stassen 49).  

Identity is essential to the extent that it has historicity to it. Heidegger sees temporality as the 

basis of historicity. Time is a product of history; death is universal, but an understanding of death is 

cultural and shaped by the forces of a particular time-frame in history. While identity comes from 

history, being has a puzzling, ahistorical quality to it. It is one’s sense of universality with respect to 

the world around us. It is God, Nature, time and the human person, all at once present and absent, 

everywhere and nowhere. In his "Letter on Humanism", Heidegger notes that "the human being is 

the shepherd of being”. I would not overstate the ahistoricity of being outside the "human being” 

except to reinforce the point that all historical questions are at heart rooted in an absence; the 

emptiness of being through the experience of the timeless present. It is the destiny of the human 

being to play the role of shepherding being. I cannot know my death except through the life I have 

lived as a person which perhaps my neighbors or my neighborhood is entitled to comment upon 

rather than me alone. What I could, however, possibly be certain of, is that the universe exists in my 

absence because there is proof of life before I was born which is most likely to be the case after I am 

gone. The absence is central to my experience of the time given to me. It is a historical absence 

because I know it through the historical context in which I articulate my personhood. It is ahistorical 

to the extent that any understanding of history would be meaningless without acknolwedging the 
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presence of the absence. Borges’ parable on Shakespeare "Everything and Nothing” plays on the 

absence, giving it an air of metaphysics, opening with the lines: 

 

There was no one in him; behind his face (which even through the bad paintings of those times 

resembles no other) and his words, which were copious, fantastic and stormy, there was only a 

bit of coldness, a dream dreamt by no one. At first he thought that all people were like him, but 

the astonishment of a friend to whom he had begun to speak of this emptiness showed him his 

error and made him feel always that an individual should not differ in outward appearance. 

 

The Shakespeare condemned to be conscious of his emptiness is pursued by the same 

"ahistorical” sense of an absence greater than his presence to produce characters through his 

creative genius, so much so that at the end of the parable upon encountering God, he must ask of 

him the question related to his fundamental isolation: "History adds that before or after dying he 

found himself in the presence of God and told Him: ‘I who have been so many men in vain want to be 

one and myself’”. That is one thing Shakespeare is destined never to be: being himself. The infinity of 

otherness he must explore through the countless characters invented in his dramas owing to the 

terrible consciousness of an absence surpassing history itself. 

In the poem To His Coy Mistress, Andrew Marvell brilliantly parodies the notion of temporality 

that omits the experiential side of living. Time is the experience of temporality. Time cannot be 

understood devoid of experience. Hence the beginning lines of the poem: “Had we but world 

enough, and time, / This coyness, lady, were no crime. / We would sit down and think which way / To 

walk, and pass our long love's day”. The mistress might, however, have a point in her coyness. She 

wants her otherness to be recognized not in terms of identity, but in terms of being. Being is 

constructed around a notion of time, though any notion of time is meaningless without the infinite in 

view. The mistress wants her otherness to be recognized and that is something that goes beyond 

temporality. 

Identity has its roots in being. In the absence of being, the politics of identity can be unnervingly 

self-centered. Being is other-centered. To be is to be infinite. While the flux of being is a source of 

difference, identity is restricted by parameters imposed through notions of the self. In Parmenides, 

Heidegger mentions: ”To think is to heed the essential… The character of essential knowing is 

entirely different. It concerns the being in its ground - it intends Being. Essential knowing does not 

lord it over what it knows but is solicitous toward it” (Heidegger 3).  

Knowing must at all times be solicitous toward Being and not lord it over. The humility of knowing 

is in intending Being. Knowledge that roots itself in being does not descend into the realm of simple 

generalizations or stereotyping. Identity that does not take being into consideration enters the 

politics of identification, which manifests itself in some of the worst kinds of ethnic nationalism. In 

letting being be, one comes to terms with the fact that any extreme position is built around a 

predictably static view of human nature. The human being, far from being a “shepherd” of being, 

ends up becoming a wolf consuming the resources of nature without respect for the rights of other 

beings, by not letting nature be itself, or, for that matter, others be themselves. 

 

Globalization, Identity Crises and the Rise of Extremism 

     Globalization simultaneously pushes the working classes into a corner and uses ethnicity as one of 

its bases to create the model consumer tailored to suit the requirements of a particular social order. 

The alienated working classes who do not fit into patterns of consumption are in a situation where 

extremism seems a likely alternative. Extremism needs a social base that ethnicity provides it with. 

Ethnic nationalism, which by its very nature is exclusive, embraces extremism because it suits its 

agenda only too well. The unethical dimension of ethnicity-based identities reveals itself in the 

language of extremism. Reactionary politics is disguised through the use of radical language. The 

genocides of history are evidence that violence and nationalism feed into each other – both of which 

are reinforced in discourses on globalization. 
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Orwell’s classical distinction between nationalism and patriotism in Notes on Nationalism is useful 

in many ways.   

 

By patriotism I mean devotion to a particular place and a particular way of life, which one 

believes to be the best in the world but has no wish to force on other people. Patriotism is of its 

nature defensive, both militarily and culturally. Nationalism, on the other hand, is inseparable 

from the desire for power. The abiding purpose of every nationalist is to secure more power and 

more prestige, not for himself but for the nation or other unit in which he has chosen to sink his 

own individuality (n.p.) 

 

The identity that emerges from patriotism carries a sense of beingness, while the kind of identity 

that emerges from nationalism is aggressive and demanding. More than that, militarily and culturally, 

it imposes itself on others without any respect for their individuality or their way of life. Identification 

limits the personhood of the other to traits that are visible and impossible to contradict because the 

prejudiced mind does not go by argument, but rather a warped certainty which has doubts and 

conflicts, but is not willing to confront them. Global market-based economies demand an uncritical 

belief in the justice of a system where the poor and powerless are left to the whims of the rich and 

powerful. 

The commodity in global markets that alienates the human person and creates a consumer out of 

him or her needs a reactionary base for it to perpetuate identification. You’re identified as a user of a 

particular commodity in the same way that you would be identified based on your ethnicity. These 

two kinds of identification are strikingly similar. Consumerism is the other face of ethnic nationalism 

in the era of globalization. Globalization as an ideology of consumption goes hand-in-hand with a 

technology of control. The more the markets insist on preaching a gospel of freedom and 

individualism, the more does centralization and intrusion into the daily lives of men and women 

under the pretence of providing security to them becomes a reality. In the penetrating essay “Jihad 

vs. McWorld”, Benjamin R. Barber makes a distinction between “one McWorld tied together by 

technology, ecology, communications, and commerce” and another Jihad, “a retribalization of large 

swaths of humankind by war and bloodshed”. Both the discourses make demands on the loyalty of 

individuals in different ways. Both contain within them promises of emotional and spiritual security 

at the expense of one’s individuality. Both are deprived of a sense of otherness that comes from 

detachment and compassion in allowing the world to function without infusing it with the negative 

energy that comes from violently asserting one’s identity. Both are dangerously poised to destroy 

what is human in the discourse of humanism and reduce the human to calculable parameters. Thus 

Benjamin Barber notes that: 

 

McWorld does manage to look pretty seductive in a world obsessed with Jihad. It delivers peace, 

prosperity, and relative unity - if at the cost of independence, community, and identity (which is 

generally based on difference). The primary political values required by the global market are 

order and tranquillity, and freedom - as in the phrases "free trade", "free press", and "free love". 

Human rights are needed to a degree, but not citizenship or participation - and no more social 

justice and equality than are necessary to promote efficient economic production and 

consumption. Multinational corporations sometimes seem to prefer doing business with local 

oligarchs, inasmuch as they can take confidence from dealing with the boss on all crucial matters. 

Despots who slaughter their own populations are no problem, so long as they leave markets in 

place and refrain from making war on their neighbors (Saddam Hussein's fatal mistake). In 

trading partners, predictability is of more value than justice (n.p.) 

 

The undemocratic nature of either cultivating Jihadi tribal loyalties or a McWorld lifestyle that 

relies on feel-good factors enabling one to look “clever, classless and free” must be understood in 

order to combat extremism. Aldous Huxley in the essay Politics and Religion makes the point that: 
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A national industrial system is something so complicated that, if it is to function properly and 

compete with other national systems, it must be controlled in all its details by a centralized state 

authority. Even if the intentions of the various centralized state authorities were pacific, which 

they are not, industrialism would tend of its very nature to transform them into totalitarian 

governments. When the need for military efficiency is added to the need for industrial efficiency, 

totalitarianism becomes inevitable. Technological progress, nationalism and war seem to 

guarantee that the immediate future of the world shall belong to various forms of totalitarianism 

(187). 

 

Totalitarianism becomes a fact of life where technology outpaces culture. People have to be 

socially prepared to accept the responsibility that comes with the power that technology endows 

them with in order to escape the Jihadi way of thinking or the McWorld dedication to superficiality 

and anti-intellectualism. New forms of identity - often a reworking of old beliefs packaged as novelty 

- fill the emotional and spiritual vacuum of societies controlled by a strong centralized state 

authority. The room for individuality, where a sense of being prevents identity from turning into an 

object of possession, is conspicuous by its absence. The McWorldism of American commerce and the 

Jihadism of the ISIS stand in polar opposition to one another, leaving no platform for a middle way 

where doubt and criticism are given space to confront authoritarianism.  

In the face of extreme psychological insecurity combined with the commercialization of the social 

life, a supernatural recipe as solution is the most marketable of myths, especially so with the 

perpetuation of modern technology. Suddenly, everyone feels the need to discover that they are 

more special than their neighbors, that they have a destiny unique to them and that God or the gods 

either have chosen them to lead the others or at least are willing to condone their worst excesses. 

The American stand-up comedian George Carlin parodies these excesses in one of his performances.  

 

Religion has actually convinced people that there's an invisible man living in the sky who watches 

everything you do, every minute of every day. And the invisible man has a special list of ten 

things he does not want you to do. And if you do any of these ten things, he has a special place, 

full of fire and smoke and burning and torture and anguish, where he will send you to live and 

suffer and burn and choke and scream and cry forever and ever until the end of time! But He 

loves you. He loves you, and He needs money! He always needs money! He's all-powerful, all-

perfect, all-knowing, and all-wise, somehow just can't handle money! Religion takes in billions of 

dollars, they pay no taxes, and they always need a little more.  

 

Capitalist-style exploitation exacerbates the isolation that in turn fuels the need for identification. 

You feel the need to be identified at the expense of one’s critical faculty that casts honest doubts on 

such identification. A false feeling of insecurity that results from a lack of one’s own sense of 

beingness needs an equally false sense of security that ethnic nationalism is only too eager to 

provide you with – except that the latter gives the illusion of being real. More than religion as a 

spiritual activity, Carlin is attacking religion as institution in a global capitalist scenario. It is not being 

that is forsaken; but one’s sense of who one is that is lost in the wholesale embracing of 

identification that manifests itself in the brutalization of politics. 

 

Warring the Extremes: 

The response to extremism that thrives on identity politics is to insert being as infinity into any 

discussion on identity. Identity serves the purpose of resistance; but, resistance can very easily 

descend into extremism; resistances rarely have embraced moderation as in the non-violent 

movement of Mahatma Gandhi and the Civil Rights Movement under Martin Luther King. 

Movements that acknowledge the infinitude of being suffer wounds, but without the lasting scars 

that make collective living as traumatic as the experience of the suffering itself. In fact, those 

movements appeal to notions of innate decency in the face of extreme repression. The advantage of 

such an appeal is that it empowers the powerless to realize that it is within their scope not to submit 
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or give their consent to their oppressors. As Hardy Merriman notes in “Theory and Dynamics of 

Nonviolent Action”: 

 

Nonviolent action is based on the insight that economic, social, political, and military power 

ultimately comes from the consent and obedience of the people in society. Simply put, if people 

do not obey, rulers cannot rule. Power therefore is not inherently fixed and stable, but rather is 

fragile and can shift according to people’s willingness to consent to and obey a ruler (18). 

 

Resistance that seeks to violently oppose power either will fail to provide an alternative that will 

reject power altogether or will simply reduce the struggle to one where it is about power and 

nothing else. All struggles, even if their origins are economic and social, tend to be articulated in the 

language of identity. More importantly, movements that are conscious of the limitations of identity 

tend to carry greater respect and legitimacy among common people. The emotional barriers that 

come in the way of different groups are broken down when the politics of identity does not come in 

the way of a sincere and honest dialogue between people as individuals. A great part of the success 

in the anti-apartheid movement was that it recognized the importance of delegitimizing the racist 

character of the regime in question. Through the process of delegitimizing, it became possible for the 

movement to successfully isolate the government and force it to seek a solution rather than persist 

in the problem.  Daniel M. Mayton II notes:  

 

The work of antiapartheid leadership like Popo Molefe, Mkhuseli Jack, and Archbishop Desmond 

Tutu and international boycotts of South African goods took their toll. By the late 1980s many in 

the South African government realized a shift from apartheid policies and law was eminent. 

Secret meetings were held between government officials and Nelson Mandela. Mandela was 

clear in his goal that majority rule was necessary but also asserted that whites could expect to 

find a place in democratic South Africa. The commitment to “non racialism” created a climate 

that made for more rapid changes than might have otherwise occurred. Changes happened 

quickly following Mandela’s release from prison in 1990. In four years a fully franchised citizenry 

elected Nelson Mandela as President of South Africa. After decades, apartheid laws were gone ( 

24). 

 

While the rule of the majority blacks was inevitable, the fact that the numerically minority whites 

had to be accommodated was important for the struggle to be meaningful in the best sense of the 

term. Whether they were able to create the conditions of a genuinely egalitarian society where the 

misery of the poorest of the poor could be alleviated, is a question that unfortunately got sidelined in 

the process. However, the fact that the blacks and whites were able to coexist as a social order in 

itself stands as testimony to the greatness of the struggle that ensured that people could still live 

together despite the memory of a painful past. Identity-based struggles have a tendency to be 

agenda-based oriented towards acquiring material benefits without the expectation of significant 

alterations in the order itself. Struggles that respect the beingness of a being, that are idealistic to 

the extent that they ensure there are no contradictions in how we look at individuals, that are based 

on the realization that real change is about change in attitude and perception, these are the struggles 

that have more or less accepted that identities are fluid and tentative and any emotional investment 

beyond a point is counter-productive. Eqbal Ahmad writes about his own feelings of living in the US 

during the Civil Rights era when racism was embodied at the institutional level:  

 

Change occurs, and when it does it happens very fast. When I arrived for the first time as a 

student, the United States was living in the spell of racism. There were lynchings in the South. 

When I went to travel with a Japanese and a Brazilian friend to Memphis, for about four hours, 

from about 4 p.m. to 8 p.m., we couldn't find a hotel that would admit us because we were 

colored. One was yellow, one was brown, and one was black. We finally found a space in the 

ghetto, exactly two years later, we were integrating the lunch counters and hotels. Just ten years 

later, I would return to Memphis and stay at the Sheraton Hotel. I want to tell you when I got 
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there, I got out of the taxi, and the bellboy who picked up my luggage was white. I was so happy 

to see that that I tipped him ten dollars, which I could ill afford, when he brought me to my room. 

After he left, I sat and cried. The change was marvelous. And it took some struggle to bring about 

that change. We still have a long way to go, but change has occurred (85-86). 

 

Conclusion 

Change is a reality of political and social life especially when we look at struggles dedicated to 

bringing about a transformation in consciousness. As Eqbal Ahmad says: “We still have a long way to 

go, but change has occurred”. The nature of the means used to fight for the change is as important as 

the kind of politics that is espoused for the change to become a reality. What comes after the change 

has happened and how people are willing to look at each other in the process of having to live 

together is vital to an understanding of what peace is all about. Where there are scars of the past, 

the healing is impossible because there is no collective forgiveness or acknowledgement of the 

humanity of the other person. To arrive at that infinite point where not-to-be is to be must be one of 

the goals of a social revolution. Identity is there to stay as long as it does not turn into identification 

built on fear and collective paranoia that result in stereotyping and justification for extremism.  
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