Kenji Yoshino Speaks to Elon University About Importance of Authenticity
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The idea of “covering” – being allowed to be who you are, so long as you don’t flaunt it – affects everyone, Kenji Yoshino, Professor of Constitutional Law at New York University, said to a diverse crowd at Elon University this Monday night.

“The assumption that all assimilation is good needs to be revisited.”  Yoshino said that trying too hard to fit into the mainstream results in a loss of authenticity.

Yoshino, a homosexual, described the challenges he faced coming to terms with his sexuality.  It wasn’t until after graduate school that he came out, but he felt “much freer, more liberated to pursue [his] passions than he had ever been before,” after he did.

While he felt better after coming out, Yoshino struggled with being discouraged from “flaunting” his sexual orientation by colleagues, friends and society.  He said that people tend to “mute differences between themselves and the mainstream,” instead of embracing their individuality.

Yoshino believes that people should not have to cover anything, whether it is their sexual orientation, cultural differences, family background, or other qualities that make them unique.

Yoshino said that society has come a long way in terms of gay rights and tolerance of other indentities.  United States law now protects people from certain injustices such as being fired for the color of their skin, gender, religion, or sexual orientation.

However, the law does not necessarily protect people if they choose to flaunt these characteristics.  Yoshino said that it is out of the law’s jurisdiction to stop society’s demand to cover these identities.

While the law will hopefully continue to offer protection, it is up to the people to stop the demand to cover them.  

Yoshino said that talking about covering is the only way to weed out legitimate reasons for covering from illegitimate ones.  “Ultimately, we need to challenge ourselves as communities to allow individuals to engage in reason-forcing conversation.” 

Yoshino said that it is important to celebrate authenticity and that covering is stopping people from doing so.  He hopes that people will continue to embrace their identities because “it is not normal to be normal.”
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