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Introduction

Aeriel A. Ashlee and Lisa Delacruz Combs

A connectionist approach can be vital during times of fragmentation. When 
we view conflicts from connectionist perspectives, we try to look beneath 
 surface judgements, rigid labels, and other divisive ways of thinking. We seek 
commonalities and move toward healing. (Keating, 2013, p. 17)

As student affairs educators, we believe that theory has the power to heal and 
transform individuals and institutions. In particular, we have been encour-
aged and inspired by the growing body of scholarship exploring the poten-
tial of critical and poststructural theoretical  frameworks in college student 
development (Abes et al., 2019). By questioning, resisting, and unlearning 
inherited systems of power, poststructural frameworks invite expansive pos-
sibilities for liberation and social transformation (Ashlee & Ashlee, 2022). 
Yet, the troubling dichotomy of theory versus practice persists in student 
affairs (Blimling, 2011). Even as momentum has grown in the  theoretical 
exploration of critical and poststructural perspectives in higher  education 
(Abes, 2016), there continues to be a gap in  translating those theories into 
student affairs practice. This book aims to address that gap by introducing 
identity interconnections as a purposeful  process of integrating poststructural 
theory and student affairs practice. Drawing from Freire’s (1993) notion of 
praxis— engaging reflection and action for  transformation—identity inter-
connections invite intentional reflection on affective relating across identities 
to foster  expansive considerations of commonalities and differences as sites 
for deepening identity development and social justice action. In other words, 
identity interconnections offer practical possibilities for how  poststructural 
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2 INTRODUCTION

theory, namely  interconnectivity (Keating, 2013), can transform  student 
affairs in higher education.

In our years of professional experience in student affairs and higher 
 education, we have regularly observed students and colleagues draw paral-
lels between identity experiences. From informal conversations in identity-
based student organizations to intellectual debates in master’s program 
classrooms to colleagues making connections between national conference 
presentations, we have repeatedly witnessed individuals make comparisons 
across identity groups as a meaning-making process. Tran and Johnston-
Guerrero (2016) refer to this practice as “an identity analogy,” which they 
describe as “analogizing one identity or one group’s experience to help indi-
viduals understand another” (p. 134). While exploring similarities across 
identities can be a useful catalyst for multicultural education (Tran & 
Johnston-Guerrero, 2016), without acknowledging differences between 
identities and without situating identity experiences in inherited systems of 
power, this practice can problematically perpetuate ideas of sameness and 
minimize the very tangible ways inherited systems of power differentially 
affect distinct groups.

For example, this may occur when undergraduate student leaders liken 
the disclosure of an invisible disability with “coming out” as LGBTQ+ but 
fail to examine how ableism and heterosexism operate differently. Another 
example might be when graduate students compare monoracial passing to 
passing as heterosexual without carefully considering the nuances of mul-
tiple intersecting identities, thus rendering individuals who are multira-
cial and queer invisible. Even as student affairs professional networks form 
around shared racialized experiences—for example, the ACPA Multiracial 
Network and the NASPA Transracial Adoptee and Multiracial Knowledge 
Community—unless this type of coalition building is undertaken with 
concurrent investigations of monoracism, the unique system of oppression 
that targets individuals who do not fit into monoracial categories or groups 
(Johnston & Nadal, 2010), and account for the ways in which biological 
kinship is privileged over adoptive family formations, these efforts may be 
reductionist at best.

In addition to examining points of difference, student affairs educators 
must attend to the systemic implications of examining similarities between 
identities as an ethical and pedagogical imperative. This is where the ten-
dency to draw similarities across identities as a meaning-making practice 
must be intentionally connected to and grounded in theory that situates 
lived experiences within inherited systems of power. It is our hope that by 
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INTRODUCTION 3

naming identity interconnections as an intentional student affairs praxis, we 
can encourage student affairs educators to ground and connect identity anal-
ogies (Tran & Johnston-Guerrero, 2016) in theory that accounts for inher-
ited  systems of power.

THRESHOLD THEORIZING

In seeking to bridge the disconnect between the growing cannon of criti-
cal and poststructural theories with contemporary student affairs practice, 
we turn to the notion of threshold theorizing. Keating (2013) describes 
threshold theories as “nonbinary, liminal, potentially transformative” 
(p. 10) approaches to thinking and being. Liminality is existing beyond 
boundaries in the both/and of in-between spaces, occupying a middle 
ground (Turner, 1969). As two Womxn of Color who know intimately the 
power and potential of liminal positionalities (as a transracial adoptee and 
multiracial person, respectively) we were immediately intrigued by the pos-
sibilities of threshold theorizing for this project. By our very racial embodi-
ment, we experience both/and: Aeriel is both an Asian American Adoptee 
of Color and someone raised in and socialized by a White adoptive family. 
Lisa is both Asian American, Filipina and White. Furthermore, as student 
affairs scholar-practitioners seeking to nuance and complicate the persis-
tent disconnect between theory and practice, we found Keating’s theory of 
interconnectivity well situated to inform student affairs praxis (Ashlee & 
Ashlee, 2022).

According to Keating (2013), oppositional approaches to education and 
identity have not been effective in producing long-term change or radically 
healing and transforming society. The current rigid categorical structures 
prevalent in U.S. culture—and reflected in higher education—are limited 
because they create boxes that are perceived to be discrete, thus limiting ways 
of knowing and inhibiting ways of relating. In Keating’s words,

Most (if not all) of us educated in western school systems have been trained to 
think in disconnectionist terms, to look for the differences (defined narrowly) 
between our views and those of others, and to heighten these differences while 
ignoring possible points of connection. (p. 7)

To be clear, we are not suggesting the minimization of race, gender, or 
other socially constructed categories by which resources are inequitably and 
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4 INTRODUCTION

unjustly distributed. Rather, we invite an interrogation of inherited systems 
of power that shapes socially constructed identity categories in the first 
place in order to radically and expansively envision and work toward more 
liberatory futures.

Threshold theories are inherently relational (Keating, 2013). As such, we 
want to make plain our relationship to each other and the threshold theory 
that informs the framing of this book. We (Aeriel and Lisa) both identify 
as Asian American Womxn of Color; yet we have both long battled with 
questions of racial belonging given our transracial adoptee and multiracial 
identities. Early in our friendship, we began comparing anecdotes of margin-
alization and exotification due to the ways our racialized experiences (while 
distinctly different) have similarly defied the rigidity imposed by essential-
ized definitions of race. Through sharing and deeply listening to each other’s 
stories, we developed a kinship around our shared experience of “not feeling 
racially enough” (Ashlee & Quaye, 2020, p. 2). This connection has been 
healing and catalytic for our own identity development.

Moreover, exploring the differences in our experiences as a transracial 
adoptee and multiracial person respectively, has enabled us to interrogate 
broader systems of power (such as monoracism and the privileging of bio-
logical kinship over adoptive family formations). Thus, what began as an 
exploration of similarities between our identities led to critically examining 
differences across our experiences framed within a systems lens. By nam-
ing and recognizing our respective points of privilege (and how we may be 
complicit in each other’s oppression), we have become better allies for one 
another. Thus, our story serves as an example of and an entry point to inter-
connectivity (Keating, 2013) as a threshold theory with healing and trans-
formative potential.

UNDERSTANDING INTERCONNECTIVITY

Informed by the writing and thinking of Womxn of Color (Anzaldúa & 
Keating, 2002; Moraga & Anzaldúa, 1981), Keating’s (2013) theorizing 
of interconnectivity—which is the framework for this edited volume—
invites readers to consider how power plays out (similarly and differently) 
across socially constructed identity groups. In her book, Transformation 
Now! Toward a Post-Oppositional Politics of Change, Keating (2013) outlines 
three theoretical contributions, which offer compelling considerations  
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INTRODUCTION 5

for students, scholars, and activists seeking to foster social justice across 
diverse positionalities and perspectives.

The first lesson of interconnectivity is to seek commonalities by making 
connections through difference (Keating, 2013). Evoking an expansive way 
of thinking and relating, Keating’s call for pursuing commonalities does not 
diminish difference but rather “redefines difference in potentially transform-
ative ways” (p. 38). Grounded in a hermeneutics of love, the commonali-
ties which Keating invites us to consider are not to be reduced to assertions 
of sameness. Rather, Keating’s commonalities are expansive enough to hold 
similarities and differences in tension with one another, beckoning a critical 
analysis of both as pathways for identity development, coalition building, 
and social justice action.

The second lesson of interconnectivity is to examine our radical inter-
relatedness (Keating, 2013). According to Keating, recognizing that we are 
interconnected (intrapersonally and interpersonally) has “concrete ethical 
implications” (p. 49) from which an ethical imperative of accountability 
emerges. No matter how different, distant, or divided current events,  people, 
and perspectives might be, our actions—and thus our accountability to one 
another—are intricately intertwined. This lens of interrelatedness requires a 
relational (rather than solely oppositional) approach to knowing and being. 

The third lesson of interconnectivity is to listen with raw openness 
(Keating, 2013). Akin to cultural and intellectual humility (Foronda et al., 
2016), Keating explains that this “deep, self-reflective listening takes tremen-
dous effort, demands vulnerability, and requires a willingness to be altered 
by the words spoken” (p. 52). Inherent to this final theoretical contribution 
of interconnectivity is recognizing the emotionally complex nature of this 
praxis. By remaining receptive to learning the limitations of our own per-
spective, we open ourselves to the possibilities of growth and greater connec-
tion with others.

Through pursuing complex commonalities expansive enough to hold both 
similarities and differences, student affairs educators can ethically consider 
identity interconnections in such a way that does not problematically  diminish 
difference, but instead recognizes points of difference as opportunities for 
social justice action. By pursuing radical interconnectivity, student affairs 
educators can advance an interdependent understanding of inherited systems 
of power, recognizing the ways in which all systems (and thus all oppression, 
and all liberation) are interconnected. This interconnected insight can enable 
student affairs educators to extend beyond binary and oppositional thinking, 
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6 INTRODUCTION

and in turn, give rise to the formation of new coalitions. Finally, by listening 
with raw openness (allowing ourselves, and encouraging our students, to be 
changed by others’ experiences), student affairs educators can facilitate iden-
tity development and social justice action as interrelated endeavors.

IDENTITY INTERCONNECTIONS AS A 
PRAXIS OF INTERCONNECTIVITY

This book presents a compilation of identity interconnections as a praxis—
a process of reflection and action—of interconnectivity (Keating, 2013) in 
student affairs and higher education. By reflecting on commonalities across 
diverse identities, we hope student affairs educators can contribute to a libera-
tory future. Through sharing stories of identity development, vulnerably and 
expansively connecting across and between socially constructed categories, 
we hope student affairs educators (and the students with whom we work) 
can begin recognizing our radical interrelatedness. By interrogating common 
constructs such as liminality, authenticity, temporality, and dominance, we 
hope student affairs educators can listen with the intent to be changed, con-
necting to and learning with one another across identities in order to build 
coalitions, take social justice action, and transform higher education.

Identity interconnections are grounded in an ethical imperative, a call of 
accountability, which we refer to as compassionate caution. We define com-
passionate caution as an empathetic application of identity interconnections, 
which involves a deliberate examination of both similarities and differences 
across identities and an acknowledgment of how inherited systems of power 
inform different positionalities. Compassionate caution is etched right into 
the framework of interconnectivity and requires intentionality when employ-
ing identity interconnections in praxis. For example, to engage identity inter-
connections with compassionate caution necessitates both an examination 
of similarities (as sites for coalition building) and intentional exploration of 
differences (as the foreground for social justice action). It is not enough to 
only consider commonalities (such as analogizing across identities); identity 
interconnections must also account for points of divergence. This book pro-
vides concrete examples for how to engage identity interconnections with 
compassionate caution so that student affairs educators can explore identity 
interconnections in ways that do not signify sameness (thereby minimizing 
very real differences in and between identity experiences), but rather  facilitate 
interconnectivity in ways that disrupt inherited systems of power.
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INTRODUCTION 7

THE POSSIBILITIES OF POSTSTRUCTURALISM 
IN STUDENT AFFAIRS

As poststructural scholars, we are often asked how abstract concepts associ-
ated with critical and poststructural theories can be applied to student affairs 
practice. We offer identity interconnections as an answer to that question 
and as a pedagogical praxis that can be utilized by student affairs educators. 
Having a poststructural worldview is an extension of the critical paradigm 
where systems of power are named, and the focus is on deconstruction, imag-
ination, and pursuing expansive ways of thinking that move beyond the rigid 
and binary (Abes, 2016). As a praxis of interconnectivity (Keating, 2013), 
identity interconnections assert that social identities matter (grounded in a 
critical framework) and that they do not have to define or dictate possibili-
ties for the future. As feminist author, poet, and activist Audre Lorde (2007) 
wrote, we must learn “how to take our differences and make them strengths. 
For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house” (p. 112). Rather 
than adhering to or complying with inherited power structures, poststruc-
turalism invites us to let go of that which does not serve us and (re)learn to 
trust ourselves, our intuition, and our ways of knowing, being, and relating. 
Identity interconnections (re)imagine the master’s tools as a departure from 
dominant ways of knowing and being to offer a new approach that centers 
poststructural perspectives through relational and post-oppositional think-
ing, informed by Womxn of Color theorizing (Keating, 2013; Moraga & 
Anzaldúa, 2015).

In full transparency, sometimes the path of pursuing poststructural pos-
sibilities in student affairs has been challenging at times; indeed, blazing new 
trails often is. And, we have remained steadfast by remembering that this is 
not a solitary pursuit. We hope that by summoning the courage to write these 
words, and by featuring student affairs scholars and practitioners who have 
firsthand experience with identity interconnections, that we can invite others 
to explore poststructural possibilities in student affairs praxis. Interrogating 
the limiting and limited nature of dominant conceptualizations of social 
identity, diversity, and difference requires (re)imagining power, which is not 
an easy task. And, it is one we undertake in earnest, as we (like others who 
have come before us) believe that theory can be healing and transformative 
(Jones & Stewart, 2016). 

A project of third-wave student development theory (Jones & Stewart, 
2016), this book explores the liberatory possibilities of Keating’s (2013) post-
structural theory of interconnectivity in student affairs praxis. Each chapter 
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8 INTRODUCTION

explores and examines experiences that bind us, interconnections across and 
between diverse positionalities and perspectives.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

The chapters of this book are aligned, both in content and layout, with our 
expansive, poststructural worldview, symbolically and tangibly manifesting 
interconnectivity. Too often, the world and higher education are situated 
in oppositional terms: Black versus White, happy versus sad, early versus 
late, and so on. Moreover, higher education and student affairs is often seg-
mented along false dichotomies of theory versus practice and scholar ver-
sus practitioner, when in actuality, the relationship between the two is far 
more nuanced and requires a complex integration of both. This book pre-
sents 10 examples of reimagining dichotomies of difference while exploring 
commonalities as sites for identity development and social justice action. 
Informed by a poststructural lens grounded in interconnectivity (Keating, 
2013), the chapters provide theoretical analysis, personal narratives, and pro-
fessional implications for fostering connections through difference, exploring 
radical interrelatedness, and listening with raw openness to engage identity 
interconnections as an expansive approach to identity development and 
social justice action in student affairs and higher education.

To start, Duran discusses how identity interconnections can inform and 
innovate how we engage theory in student affairs when undertaken with 
responsible stewardship. Next, Campa explores the intrapersonal implica-
tions of identity interconnections as a multiracial and interfaith individual. 
By  sharing her personal narrative of navigating liminality within her own 
identity development, she thoughtfully invites student affairs educators to 
consider the power of expansive language in constructing social identities 
that challenge binary thinking. In chapter 3, Bui shares her story of voice, 
examining accents across national borders and different abilities to illustrate 
how interconnectivity can facilitate connection and empathy across diverse 
identities. Johnson then draws interconnections across theories of gen-
der and ability in chapter 4 to demonstrate how fluidity and an expanded 
understanding of identity can offer post-oppositional possibilities for stu-
dent affairs practice. In chapter 5, Risku explores identity interconnections 
between multiracial and trans* identities, reflecting on the ways radical 
interrelatedness can spark social justice action. Then follows Bettencourt 
who offers an analysis of identity interconnections from a practitioner 
lens, in chapter 6, describing how disclosure can be a powerful praxis of 
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INTRODUCTION 9

interconnectivity that enables educators to better serve and support work-
ing-class students and students with disabilities.

In chapter 7, Cepeda and Prieto explore identity interconnections 
between biracial and bisexual people as sites for solidarity between and across 
diverse communities. Next, K. Ashlee and Cash explore how the identity 
interconnection between masculinity and whiteness can be a tool for devel-
oping  critical consciousness and inspiring social justice action. Sasaki offers, 
in chapter 9, an example of how identity interconnections can (re)shape how 
educators think about and structure student affairs by sharing the creation 
story of an Asian Pacific Islander Middle Eastern Desi American services 
office. Finally, in chapter 10, Rivera and Wallace offer cautionary tales of 
intersectional erasure to convey the importance of engaging identity inter-
connections with compassionate caution and intentionality.

This book seeks to nuance the complexities of both/and by illuminating 
how poststructural perspectives of relating across differences and similarities 
may start to blur the lines between theory and practice. Identity intercon-
nections as a praxis of interconnectivity (Keating, 2013) are an alternative 
path to historic dichotomies of theory versus practice and us versus them. As 
poststructural scholars, we have been pushed on the practicality and applica-
tion of poststructural thought to an applied field such as student affairs. We 
have heard comments like, “This is all great in theory, but how can student 
affairs practitioners actually apply this?” It is our hope that this book helps 
to answer that question by providing a theoretical framework and multiple 
practical examples for employing identity interconnections as an expansive 
approach to identity development and social justice action in student affairs 
and higher education.
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