The Trouble with Diversity, 

Introduction

The rich are different from you and me” is a famous remark supposedly made by F. Scott Fitzgerald to Ernest Hemingway, althought what made it famous—or at least made Hemingway famously repeat it—was not the remark itself but Hemingway’s reply: “Yes, they have more money.” In other words, the point of the story, as Hemingway told it, was that the rich really aren’t very different from you and me. Fitzgerald’s mistake, he thought, was that he mythologized or sentimentalized the rich, treating them as if they were a different kind of person instead of the same kind of person with more money. It was as if, according to Fitzgerald, what made rich people different was not what they had—their money—but what they were, “a special glamorous race.”

To Hemingway, this difference—between what people owned and what they were—seemed obvious, and it was also obvious that the important thing was what they were.

Page 42) The problem here is not that black people are different from each other as well as from white people and therefore that we shouldn’t produce stereotypical descriptions of black culture. And it’s also not that gay people are different from each other in the same way. In fact, gay people are not different from each other in the same way; they all have at least one thing in common: they’re gay! Whis is to say, they want to sleep with people who belong to the same sex they do. Wearing boxer briefs may sometimes be a sign that you are gay, gay-right activism may be a slightly more reliable sign, but desiring people of the same sex is not a sign; it’s the thing itself, the thing that the boxer briefs and the gay-rights activism are signs of. So if we ask the question what is it that makes gay people gay? (what is it that constitutes their being gay?—not what causes it?), we have an answer. We’re not stereotyping gay people by saying that they all want to sleep with people of the same sex; we’re defining them.

So what’s the behavior that makes black people black? There is no equivalent answer. You can be black and not like Jay-Z and not wear your hair in cornrows and not eat soul food and not do any or all of the things currently or historically associated with black culture. And, conversely, there’s nothing you can do that will make you black in the same way that same-sex desire makes gay people gay. If, starting tomorrow, the only people who listened to or performed hip-hop were white (we’re already halfway there), hip-hop would be a part of white culture, and if every black kid in the country were into emo, emo would be a part of black culture. It’s not the blackness of the culture that makes the people black; it’s the blackness of the people that makes the culture black.

Two things make the notion of culture look like an attractive alternative to race. One is that culture is learned rather than inherited (it’s on the nurture side of nature/nurture); the other is that culture is a looser concept than race; not all black people have to love The Black Album in order for it to be a part of black culture (and some white people can love it too). The problem is that the minute we call black culture black, both these advantages disappear since in order for a sentence like “Some white people are really into black culture” to make sense, we have to have a definition of white and black people that is completely independent of their culture. Culture cannot replace our concept of race as a biological entity. Learning how to rap doesn’t make you a black person; it just makes you a rapper. The problem with culture, then, is that it’s utterly dependent on race. We can only say what counts as white or black or Jewish culture if we already know who the whites and blacks and Jews are.

P46) We can make the same point about cultural identity, about acting black or white or Asian or Jewish. If, say, acting black (belonging to black culture (were truly a function of being black (having a biologically black body), then people who had black bodies would inevitably act black, and we would have no need for the notion of cultural identity. Acting black would be like acting tall  (you can reach high things) or short (you can’t reach high things). But as we have seen, we need the idea of black culture precisely because being black is not a physical fact in the way that being tall or short is. So, on the one hand, it’s because there’s no physical fact of blackness that, if we want to hang on to the idea of blackness, we need the idea of black culture, but, on the other, it’s also because there’s no physical fact of blackness that we can’t hang on to the idea of black culture. Why? Because once we separate cultural diversity from racial diversity (the audiences at concerts may have different-color skins, but they are by definition not culturally diverse), we see that cultural diversity cannot serve as a stand-in for racial diversity. There are no boxes for musical taste on your birth certificate. You can’t keep race alive by translating it into culture. We do it, but it makes no sense. Either race is a physical fact, dividing human beings into biologically significant differences, or there is no such thing as race, whatever it’s called.

The American version of Sartre’s “the Jew is one whom others consider a Jew” was produced, as we have already noted, by W. E. B. Du Bois in 1940 when he wrote that “the black man is a person who must ride Jim Crow in Georgia.” But the beliefs about race that underlay the Jim Crow laws have turned out to be mistaken; we no longer believe them, and we no longer have Jim Crow. So the true meaning of Du Bois’s definition should now be clear; if a black man is a man who has to ride Jim Crow, now that no one has to ride Jim Crow, there is no such thing as a black man. Or a white man either. There are people with different colors of skin, different textures of hair, different heights and different weights, different kind of abilities and different kinds of disabilities. But there are no people of different races.

Which is a conclusion that no one wants to accept. Even those (the vast majority) who are critical of racism and who do not believe in the biology of racial identity have continued to insist that race in a central and even desirable factor in American life. Thus in what is certainly the most influential academic text on the social construction of race (Racial Formation in the United States), Michael Omi and Howard Winant write that there are two “temptations” to be avoided in thinking about race. The first is the temptation to think of it as something “fixed, concrete and objective,” that is, a physical fact. The second is the temptation to think of it as a “mere illusion,” which “an ideal social order would eliminate.” “Race,” they say, “will always be at the center of the American experience,” and it’s a good thing too because “without a racial identity, one is in danger of having no identity.” What we’ve seen in this chapter are some of the ways in which people have gone about trying to make sure that Omi and Winant’s prediction comes true and to guarantee that even if people can’t belong to concrete and objective races, they can still have (social or cultural) racial identities. And what we’ve also begun to see is how our commitment to diversity is deeply tied to keeping race alive, partly because diversity is itself understood as racial and partly because (as subsequent chapters will make clear) our commitment to diversity even with nonracialized groups (above all cultures) depends on treating them as if they were races—different but equal, worthy of our respect.

What we haven’t seen is why. Why are we so eager to keep race at the center of the American experience? Why does racial difference remain so important to us when the racism it was used to justify is so widely condemned and when the basic idea about race that gave it its power—the idea that there are fundamental physical or cultural differences between people that line up with our division of them into black, white, et cetera—has been discredited? Why are we so desperate to have identities that we continue to care about them even when they get reduced to nothing more than the proud boast that you belong to a population with a 1 in 27 chance of being a carrier for the Tay-Sachs gene?

P114) When we recast the issue of faculty diversity from the standpoint of the problem of economic inequality, we can see immediately both why the issue is such a popular one at universities and why it is utterly empty as a way of distinguishing between the right and the left. Or, rather, why it marks the degree to which the supposed left has turned into something like the human resources department of the right, concerned to make sure that the women of the upper middle class have the same privileges as the men. The reason is that it involves no redistribution of wealth whatsoever. And when feminist issues do get raised with respect to money, they tend to be equally irrelevant to the goal of economic equality.

P117) The literature on domestic abuse, for example, regularly reminds us that this crime occurs at every level of American society, and there is a sense in which this is true, or at least about as true as the claim  that there are rich people and poor people at Harvard. Rick women are sometimes abused, and poor children sometimes find their way into the Ivy League. But even though, as a paper by Amy Farmer and Jill Tiefenthaler puts it, “domestic violence claims victims in all races and socio-economic classes,” the real point of their analysis is that “some women are more likely to be victims of abuse than others.” In particular, “women in the lowest income households have 7 times the abuse rates of those in the highest income household.” So the insistence that women of every class are the victims of domestic abuse masks the fact that the great majority of victims are poor and that partner abuse is above all a crime of poverty. What’s happening here is a kind of inversion of the rich-and-poor-at-Harvard effect, since the goal is not to make poor people more visible than they really are but to make them less visible, to mobilize middle- and upper-middle-class action against domestic violence by identifying it as a significant problem for the middle and upper middle classes.

Thus the idea that domestic violence is “confined” to lower-income families is regularly denounced as a “myth.” Indeed, the “myth” “that victims of abuse come from lower-income families with little education” is the very first one listed by the columnist and religious leader Kerby Anderson in his inventory of mistaken beliefs about domestic violence. “In reality,” Anderson says, “victims of domestic violence come from all walks of life.” But this, as we have seen, is only technically true. It’s not a myth that the vast majority of domestic abuse victims are in lower-income families, and the effects of insisting that it is are often counterproductive. For example, one of the main findings of the study I cited above is that facilities to help the victims of domestic violence are disproportionately located in wealthier areas, that in fact there’s an almost inverse relationship between the location of such facilities and the location of the population that needs them. But there is, of course, a deeper difficulty as well. By disconnecting the problem of domestic violence for the question of social class, we find ourselves misunderstanding and misrepresenting the problem itself. We fail to see that the problem of domestic violence is importantly a function of the problem of economic inequality; we fail to see that in a society with less poverty there would be less domestic violence. In other words, we take a problem that significantly involves people’s economic status and pretend instead that it’s a problem about the relations between the sexes. The social message of the campaign against domestic violence is thus that economic inequality is irrelevant; it becomes another way of convincing ourselves that the fundamental problems of American society have nothing to do with the injustices of capitalism and everything to do with the injustices (in this case) of sexism.

So domestic abuse is essentially a poor people’s problem, like bad schooling and inadequate health care. Rich people’s problems involve things like having to work very long hours and having to move every few years to keep climbing the corporate ladder.

P121) When college administrators talk about the advantages of a more diverse student body from the racial standpoint, they make the argument that the university should look more like the actual world. And the argument that racial balance ignores class then gets met by the call to supplement cultural diversity with economic diversity.

At least at the university, however, there’s some advantage for the very few poor people involved, since going to the rich kid’s schools may well help them become less poor. It’s harder to see how playing doubles with the rich suburbanites will perform any comparable function for the suburban poor. This is not to say that the cities, although they are much more diverse, are any better for the poor. As someone who lives in a Midwestern version of Alpharetta (say, Naperville), I may feel and actually be more in touch with the diversity of American life, but it’s hard to see how my experience of diversity does much good for the homeless guy I walk past on my way to the El. More generally, the value of mixing rich people and poor people is real only  if it contributes to the poor people becoming less poor, which is to say, if it decreases economic diversity. Indeed, since economic diversity is just another name for economic inequality, it’s hard to see why we would want to promote it. We ought to want to get rid of it or at least to minimize it.

P140) The real contradiction is between our support for equal opportunity and our support for all the things that make our opportunities unequal. So it won’t work just to convince people that they’re acting against their own economic interests. The point must be to convince them that they’re acting unjustly.

P141Who Are We? Why Should We Care? In January 2006, Evo Morales was inaugurated as the new president of Bolivia, twice. Once was in La Paz, the capital, where, wearing a dark suit (but not tie, as befits his populist image), he was sworn in before thousands of Bolivians and the representatives of many other governments. The other time—it was actually the day before—was about forty miles from La Paz, in Tiwanaku, among the ruins of Bolivia’s major pre-Columbian city. This time he was barefoot and dressed in the red robes worn by pre-Incan sun priests. In La Paz, he took the oath of office in Spanish; in the ruins of the temple at Tiwanaku, he was, according to the Daily Telegraph, “invested with sacred powers by two shamans using the indigenous Aymara language.” On both occasions, however, he vowed to resist globalization and neoliberalism.

How successful Morales will be in opposing globalization, I have no idea. My interest here is in the two different constituencies represented by the two inaugurations, and in the two very different ideas of resistance implied by them. The party Morales leads is the MAS party (MAS is the acronym for Movimiento al Socialismo, movement toward socialism.) He is also the first indigenous head of the Bolivian state in over four hundred years, since the Spanish conquest. Practically speaking, there’s clearly a significant overlap between these two things in Bolivia today (Morales got 54 percent of the vote). But there’s also a significant difference. To be a socialist is to have an ideology. Socialists believe in some of the Morales believes in, like nationalizing the Bolivian water system, which had, at the urging of the International Monetary Fund, been privatized. To be an Aymara Indian is to have not an ideology but an identity. When Morales talks about “nationalizing industry,” he is speaking as a socialist; when he talks about fulfilling the dreams “of our ancestors,” he is speaking as an Indian. The ancestors of many members of MAS (the nonindigenous “middle class, the working class, the professionals, even the businessmen” whom he thanked in his inaugural speech) no doubt had exactly the opposite dreams.

This difference—between who your ancestors are and what your beliefs are—functions in much the same way as the difference between who your ancestors are and how much money you have. Both work to obscure the fundamental problem of economic inequality. A socialist and in Indian can fight for the same cause but for different reasons. Here, for example are two reasons you might want to resist the privatization of water rights. You might, if you’re a socialist, want to minimize corporate ownership of public utilities. You might, if you’re an Indian, want to hang on to what an article in the journal Cultural Survival calls your “cultural traditions,” distributing water in the way your ancestors did. And although in this case, the different reasons lead to the same result, it’s obvious that they needn’t and often won’t. If what you want is to preserve your identity, things like continuing to speak your native language will be crucial to you; the resistance of indigenous peoples to globalization is understood from this standpoint as their struggle “for the recognition of their cultural identity.” But if what you want is to promote socialism, you won’t much care what language gets spoken; what you’ll want is to find a “new economic model” to replace the neoliberal insistence on the primacy of the “private sector.”

P193) ABOUT THE AUTHOR …In 1996, slightly under two thirds of Americans (64 percent) between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine thought that it was either very likely or somewhat likely that they would become rich—the defined rich as making $100,000 a year. It’s ten years later, and they aren’t there yet. The median per capita income is much less than half that, and the share of the population making $100,000 is only about 7 percent. Of course this particular cohort still has some time left, but the fact remains: in a society where only about 7 percent of the population makes $100,000 a year, the anticipation by 64 percent of that population that it will join the 7 percent is profoundly mistaken. Young people in America have about as realistic an assessment of their economic situation as, say, the contestants on American Idolhave of their singing ability.

Indeed, American Idol (the most watched show among people twenty-five and younger) is a kind of emblem of our fantasies about success, and the popularity of the show is a function of its ability to portray us to ourselves. Although, as in any tournament, only one percent will win, the system the show embodies is in a certain sense absolutely fair: every contestant has a chance to win, and to take your chance, all you have to do is try out. So there’s a kind of formal equality of opportunity among the contestants. But that formal equality is not, from a statistical standpoint, very encouraging since, when there are over 100,000 people auditioning for the contest, your individual chance of winning looks very small. So this is where what one critic has called the “delusional self-confidence” of the participants kicks in. If you start factoring in your talent and your hard work and the intensity of your commitment to “following your dream” (a phrase that at this moment in American history appears to have almost talismanic power), you can find yourself thinking you’ve got a real shot. And sometimes it’s not till you actually get yourself on TV that someone (the English guy) makes it clear that in fact you have no talent and no chance whatsoever. So what the show presents is both a vision of the world in which the truly talented will succeed (the American dream!) and a vision of the high level of self-deception—I’m talented! I will succeed!—required to live happily in that world (the American delusion).

