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Promoting belonging in this political moment

Katie Gordon
interfaith@gvsu.com

In an article by john a. powell and Ste-
phen Menendian, “The Problem of Othering:
Towards Inclusiveness and Belonging,” they
propose, “As we transition through politi-
cal and economic realignments, we also go
through a remaking of ourselves.”

This shifting in identity — both individ-
ual and group — has the danger of further
distinguishing and dividing us based on our
differences. Whether it is political and ideo-
logical values, or ethnic and religious iden-
tities, these differences can either lead to a
deeper division or a more united diversity.

The desire for separating ourselves from
one another makes sense. Human beings
have a natural tendency to distinguish
groups from one another using categories
that include some and separate out others.

But, as powell and Menendian point out,
these categorical boundaries do not remain
only in our minds and in-groups, but man-
ifest in our actions and thus the world. Cat-
egories affect our behavior, inform our
decisions, and lead to stereotypes, discrim-
ination and group-based inequalities.

So when it is human nature to con-

struct opposing and othering identities and
groups, how can we resist the tendency?
During this transformative political time,
as we are remaking ourselves and defining
who is a part of “We the People,” how can we
offer inclusive alternatives that honor one
another and create a culture of belonging?

While some responses to diversity are seg-
regation, secession and assimilation, powell
and Menendian propose that the alternative
to these ultimately unproductive strategies
is promoting a sense of belonging through
expanding the circle of human concern. This
goes beyond “tolerating and respecting dif-
ference but to ensuring that all people are
welcome and feel that they belong in soci-
ety,” write powell and Menendian, directors
of the Institute for a Fair and Inclusive Soci-
ety at the University of California, Berkeley.

One of my interfaith heroes who
expanded the circle of human concern is
Dorothy Day, co-founder of the Catholic
Worker Movement, which brought together
communities through houses of hospitality.

In creating a movement meant to be a rev-
olutionary force to change the social order,
Day’s aim was to “try to make that kind of a
society in which it is easier for people to be
good.”
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I would go further to suggest that new,
inclusive categories and structures should
not only make it easier to be good to one
another, but also to see one another’s pain, to
feel empathy for one another, and to engage
in action on behalf of one another.

As powell and Menendian conclude, “the
most important good we distribute to each
other in society is membership.” With inclu-
sive categories and structures also come
inclusive narratives that support us all. By
reframing our individual and group identi-
ties in a way that unites rather than divides,
we also reject the narratives that pit us

against others.

These narratives that divide and create
othering have dominated our society foi
most of history. We must work diligently
and collectively, to uncover and promote
the narratives that seek to unite and create
belonging.

Policies and rhetoric have the potential tc
deny personhood and humanity or to grani
full membership and participation in society

The most important thing for us moving
forward — all of us, regardless of politica
affiliation or religious beliefs — is to ensure
that all people are able to fully participate
and feel a sense of belonging in our country
that is meant for all.

During this presidential campaign sea:
son and election, we saw that this expandec
circle of human concern and belonging does
not exist in our society, at least not yet. Ir
remaking ourselves and our communities ir
the wake of this political moment, let us take
into consideration the poetic words of Edwir
Markham:

“He drew a circle that shut me out — here-
tic, rebel, a thing to flout. But love and T had the
wit to win: We drew a circle and took him in!”

— interfaith@gvsu.edu
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