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MIRANDA OSHIGE McGOWAN

Diversity of What?

MANY COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES PRACTICE some form of af-
firmative action based on race or ethnicity in their admissions process. They often
justify affirmative action on the grounds that it promotes educational “diversity,”
somewhat loosely defined as a multiplicity of ideas, experiences, and viewpoints
in the classroom and on the campus as a whole. A diverse student body and faculty
is often said to be desirable for two main reasons. Schools hope that having a
student body and faculty that hold many different viewpoints and approach issues
from different perspectives will promote learning and lead to the production of
greater knowledge for all. Seeing their mission as one of socializing their students
and helping them to grow into good citizens, many schools also believe that if
people from different backgrounds, who hold different values, can learn to com-
municate and respect differing points of view, both in and out of the classroom,
they will be better prepared to deal with the challenges of living in a pluralistic
and multicultural democracy.

A racially and ethnically diverse student body is generally thought to be nec-
essary for the accomplishment of these goals. No one can deny the power and
importance of racial and ethnic categories. These categories are not arbitrary;
instead, they reflect powerful social and historical forces. Like it or not, the racial
and, to a lesser extent, ethnic categories with which a person identifies, or which
others ascribe to a person, make an enormous difference in the way a person lives
her life. People from different races and ethnicities are therefore reasonably pre-
sumed to have different experiences and thus to have developed different per-
spectives and viewpoints.! Affirmative action is one way to ensure that people
from different cultural backgrounds, especially people whom the school identifies
as belonging to certain racial or ethnic groups, are represented on campus.?

My purpose in this article is not to question the importance of these categories.
Rather, my purpose is to probe their salience to the educational mission of diver-
sity. Although race and ethnicity are concepts with considerable power, one can
argue that they fail to capture adequately the actual social diversity of various
groups. Such categories thus may fail to promote the goal of diversity of many
schools’ affirmative action programs.

Although there are other justifications for affirmative action, such as the need
to make reparation for past discrimination or the desire to prevent historically
disadvantaged groups from remaining disadvantaged, schools most often pub-
licly embrace the goal of creating a diverse student body and faculty because
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diversity relates directly to their educational mission. Affirmative action programs
premised on diversity are less vulnerable to legal challenge because the Supreme
Court has deemed the promotion of diversity on university campuses a compel-
ling state interest; schools may thus take race explicitly into account when making
admissions decisions.® In contrast, affirmative action programs designed as repa-
ration for the harm done by past discrimination are vulnerable to constitutional
challenge if a particular school has not itself practiced racial discrimination in the
past.* Affirmative action programs founded on notions of distributive justice that
hope to promote the future success of members of specific racial groups are even
more constitutionally vulnerable; the state interest of undoing the consequences
of past societal discrimination (as opposed to state-enforced discrimination) in
order to insure the future success of a group has been held to be too amorphous
an interest to justify taking race into account when making admissions decisions.®

My discussion of the structure of many schools’ affirmative action programs
begins with the premise that race and ethnicity are socially constructed concepts.
There is nothing immutable about the definition or content of racial categories.
Although people from different “races” share certain gross morphological simi-
larities, there is no gene or cluster of genes that determine race.® Whatever phys-
ical or genetic differences exist are inconsequential to our daily lives and to public
policy. Their only importance is that which we attribute to them. “Race” is thus a
conclusion we come to—a category that represents decisions and biases influ-
enced by many different factors. Because race is socially constructed, we can dis-
agree about the proper way to draw racial lines.

Much the same can be said about ethnicity. Indeed, the difference between
race and ethnicity is sometimes unclear and contested.” Ethnic categories can be
seen as divisions among groupings of people within a given “race,” generally based
more on cultural similarities among people than on perceived physical differences
between the group and others.® But because ethnicity is related to culture, it is, if
anything, a more elusive concept than race. Culture is not an inherited charac-
teristic; it is a practice or group of practices. As such, it too is constructed and, in
theory at least, mutable.

The United States Census, for example, has a racial classification for Asians
and an ethnic classification for Hispanics. Both categories define people according
to their own or their ancestors’ geographic origins. But the contours of these
categories are subject to debate, as is the question whether these groupings are
“racial” or “ethnic” in any meaningful sense at all. Some definitions of the racial
category Asian, for example, include persons of Pakistani or Indian descent, while
other definitions do not.? Some include persons of Pacific Islander descent, while
others consider Pacific Islanders racially distinct.'® Recently, the term Latino has
begun to replace the term Hispanic. As the terms have evolved, the definition of
the category has also changed. People from Spain can be Hispanic, but they are
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generally not considered Latinos, who are persons of Central and South Ameri-
can descent. That people can disagree over who is Asian or Latino (or Hispanic)
underlines the social constructedness of race and ethnicity and the blurred line
between the two concepts. Professor David Hollinger’s observation that the cate-
gory Latino has come to be a category with race-like overtones further emphasizes
the constructedness of race. As Hollinger points out, until relatively recently (per-
haps twenty years ago) people within this category were generally considered
racially “white.” But Latino is increasingly referred to more and more as a race.
In fact, the National Council of La Raza has asked the Census to reclassify Hispanic
as a race rather than as an ethnicity for the next census.!!

Because there is no biological definition of race or ethnicity, these concepts
must be socially defined. In defining them for the purposes of administering
affirmative action in admissions processes, schools must face at least three distinct
issues. First, they must decide which individuals belong to which races and eth-
nicities. For example, is a person Asian American, African American, or some-
thing else if her mother is Asian American and her father is African American?
Is a person Mexican American or white if her father is Mexican American and
her mother is Irish? At what point does she become one race or another, and will
the school take into consideration the way she defines herself racially or the way
that others define her? Do some groups assimilate more easily than others into
racial or ethnic categories not normally included in diversity-based affirmative
action programs? Is there a principled basis for a school to conclude, for instance,
that a child of one white and one Asian parent is “white,” while a child of one
white and one African American parent is African American?

Second, schools must determine whether racial or ethnic groups are inter-
nally uniform with respect to their contributions to diversity. If a school decides
that Latino is an ethnic category, and that being a Latino will contribute to diversity,
it will ask whether there are a sufficient number of Latinos on campus, but it will
not necessarily consider whether there are any Salvadoran, Cuban, or Mexican
Americans who attend the school. Even if all of the Latino students happen to be
of just one national origin, that school might not notice or care if it is only con-
cerned with making sure that the Latino experience is represented on campus.

Finally, in deciding this question, schools must decide whether they will look
to a group’s conception of itself or to dominant social conceptions of racial and
ethnic groups. These are often different, and this difference forces us to choose
between an individual’s definition of himself and others’ definitions of him. That
choice is a critical one for schools seeking to increase diversity. For example, if an
individual of Filipino heritage identifies most closely with other Filipino Ameri-
cans but feels little affinity with Japanese or Chinese Americans, is that person
“Asian” in a way that contributes to a school’s goal of promoting diversity?

This analysis exposes a subtle but fundamental problem. As affirmative action
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programs have expanded to include groups other than African Americans, it has
become quite difficult to construct coherent definitions of different racial and
ethnic groups and their memberships.'? This problem arises because many mem-
bers of the groups schools include in (or, conversely, exclude from) their affir-
mative action programs do not primarily define themselves in racial, or even in
ethnic, terms. Instead, culture, national origin, religion, or how recently they im-
migrated to the United States may be more important to the self-conception of
many individuals than their race or ethnicity. Similarly, rather than identifying
with others of the same race or ethnicity, some people identify and form com-
munities with people of the same national origin, who speak the same language,®
or who face the same problems they do as recent immigrants.

The lack of symmetry between the definition of groups within schools’ affir-
mative action programs and the self-definition of persons within these groups is
in tension with the goal of these programs to promote diversity of ideas and view-
points through group preferences. This lack of symmetry undercuts the assump-
tion that racial and ethnic identity play pivotal roles in defining how the members
of these groups perceive and experience the world; it means that race and eth-
nicity may be less important than other characteristics not taken into account
when deciding who should benefit from affirmative action. By choosing race or
ethnicity as the proxy for diverse viewpoints and perspectives, schools may fail to
consider the factors that members of these groups see as defining themselves and
distinguishing themselves from other groups, which they presumably would
bring to bear in campus life.

This failure subordinates the individual and group self-conception to the con-
ceptions held by policy makers and administrators, which are likely to reflect dom-
inant social constructions. Such programs, in other words, may fall victim to the
same lack of understanding they are supposed to promote. Schools cannot expect
to increase the variety of perspectives and experiences on campus without taking
seriously the ways in which people actually identify themselves and identify with
others. Taking a cue from critical race theorists, schools that seek to promote
diversity should look to the actual experiences, history, and cultures of people
when they define the groups they wish to include in their affirmative action pro-
grams.'* In doing so, schools should value the actual experience of these groups
rather than express dominant social conceptions. Admittedly, any assertion that
members of a particular group see themselves in a certain way will necessarily fail
to capture the complexity of opinions and experiences among individuals. Thus,
any definition of group membership will be subject to the attack I level here
against the definition of racial and ethnic groups: all categories are incorrect at
some level and for some people. Yet an attempt to see how individuals and groups
define themselves and what factors are important in forming a group identity will
have at least a comparative advantage over group definitions arrived at with ref-
erence only to the dominant social understanding of race and ethnicity.
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The racial category Asian provides an example of how such categories can
undermine the goal of diversity. As touched upon earlier, people categorized
racially as Asian often do not view themselves as such, nor do they necessarily feel
a sense of identity or kinship with others categorized as Asian. Instead, many
Asian Americans define themselves primarily in terms of national origin and feel
an affinity with others of the same national origin. Often Asian Americans feel
they share common interests and goals with people of the same national origin
but not with people with different national ancestry.’® Filipino Americans, for
example, often feel that Japanese and Chinese American interests and goals differ
from their own and that aligning with Japanese and Chinese Americans would
undercut the progress of Filipino Americans.'® Other cleavages between different
national origin groups can be traced back to age-old historical conflicts like those
between Japanese and Koreans. Linguistic, cultural, and religious differences also
make a unified Asian American identity difficult.'”

Complex Asian immigration patterns complicate issues of racial identity
further. For example, 63 percent of Chinese Americans are foreign born,'® as
are more than 75 percent of Filipinos.'® In contrast, only 28 percent of Japan-
ese Americans are foreign born.?’ Many foreign-born Asians see themselves as
Chinese, Cambodian, or Filipino, not as “Chinese American,” “Cambodian Amer-
ican,” or “Filipino American,” and they have little in common with, and thus feel
little athnity toward, their American-born counterparts.?! Linguistic and cultural
differences have made for little commonality of experience upon which common
identity might be forged.

A multilayered diversity of experience, culture, and identity thus exists within
the racial group Asian American. This diversity makes itself apparent in political
affiliations and attitudes on social issues.?? An immigrant who fled communist
Vietnam may have a different opinion on American military support for anticom-
munist factions than would a third-generation Japanese American; a wealthy Tai-
wanese American businessperson may have no interest in providing low-income
housing in Chinatown.?? It can be argued that the category Asian American makes
little sense in light of historic animosities, linguistic differences, cultural distinc-
tions, and diverse experiences as immigrants.?* Professor Bill Ong Hing notes
that “the diversity of Asian America” calls into question the very notion of a uni-
fied racial identity.?® Individuals from some Asian national origin groups may
share little more than “similar racial features in a predominately white society”?¢
and the experience of discrimination because they are “Asian.”

This is not to say that the racial category Asian American is meaningless to all
who fall into it. Some people do see themselves as Asian. For example, American-
born Chinese and Japanese Americans whose ancestors immigrated to the United
States decades ago often do identify themselves as Asian American.?” This raises
a different problem, however. American-born Japanese, Chinese, and Korean
Americans are the Asian Americans most likely to attend college without the help
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of affirmative action.?® Schools that are attuned only to the absolute numbers of
Asians in attendance may find that, while many Japanese, Chinese, and Korean
Americans are present, other groups, such as Filipinos, Southeast Asians, and
Pacific Islanders are nearly absent. Moreover, American-born Japanese, Chinese,
and Korean Americans may have little in common with these other Asian groups.

The idea that different Asian nationalities identify with one another implies
that one group can in some situations represent the interests of another. This idea
is likely correct in many circumstances. But Professor Hing is rightly troubled by
the idea “that Japanese and Chinese Americans. . . are viewed by others as spokes-
persons for Vietnamese or Asian Indians” because too often that has meant “a de
facto incorporation or loss of identity for other Asian Americans. Japanese and/
or Chinese American experiences cannot duplicate the Vietnamese refugee,
Asian Indian, Korean, or Pacific Islander immigrant experience.”?®

Persons who fall into the racial or ethnic category Latino, or Hispanic, similarly
tend not to identify themselves primarily as Latinos or Hispanics. For example,
in a recent study 82 percent of American-born Cubans, 55 percent of Mexican
Americans, and 49 percent of Puerto Ricans identified themselves as racially
white, while very few of the Cubans, and less than half of the Mexican Americans
and Puerto Ricans surveyed, identified themselves as racially Latino.?® Although
this result may be to some degree problematic because many consider Latino an
ethnicity, not a race, it nonetheless underscores the lack of resonance Latino has
for many persons who might fit into that category.?! Equally troubling for diver-
sity programs that seek to increase the number of “Latinos” on campus is the fact
that persons from the different national origins included in the group Latino also
report feeling little cultural affiliation with one another. Cuban Americans, Mex-
ican Americans, and Puerto Ricans say they feel closer to whites than to any of
the other Latino national origin groups.*? These groups also report that they have
little contact with people from other nationalities, which may account for some of
the lack of Latino identity.**

To complicate matters further, one cannot make meaningful generalizations
about the socioeconomic status of the groups Latinos or Asians. To say that Asians
are a model minority is to ignore that the category contains wide disparities in
wealth and education, many of which track national origin divisions and recent-
ness of immigration.** For example, Laotians, Hmong, and Cambodians have
poverty rates far above the national average, while Japanese, Chinese, Koreans,
and Filipinos have poverty rates far below the national average.*® Furthermore,
even though the Filipino poverty rate is very low, school-age Filipino Americans
are far less likely to attend college or professional school than are Japanese,
Chinese, and Korean Americans.3®

Similarly, on average Cuban Americans tend to be far better educated than
either Puerto Ricans or Mexican Americans.*” Cubans are also on average less
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likely to live in poverty than Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, or Central or
South Americans.*® Some schools, including Stanford, have noticed this fact and
have chosen to include Mexican Americans but not Cubans in their diversity pro-
grams.?® Oddly, though, schools tend not to make the same differentiations within
the race of Asians.

Moreover, all of these groups have very different experiences as immigrants.
Indeed, national origin communicates little about the immigrant experience be-
cause there have been waves of immigration from a single country. For example,
descendants of nineteenth-century Chinese immigrants have a vastly different
history from those who immigrated in the 1960s and from those now immigrat-
ing. Third-generation Chinese Americans bring different experiences and per-
spectives to the university than those of recent Chinese immigrants. The experi-
ence of Latino immigrants also varies greatly for different national origin groups.
Many Cuban immigrants are, or are the descendants of, political refugees who
fled communist Cuba, while most Mexican immigrants have come to the United
States because of poor economic conditions at home. Some Mexican Americans
are not the descendants of immigrants at all; their ancestors were already living
in the Southwest when it was annexed by the United States. Many Puerto Ricans
have come to the United States with the intention of returning home, and many
do. (As United States citizens, Puerto Ricans are not even technically immigrants.)
Because these groups have each had such different immigration experiences,
their contribution to a school’s diversity will also be very different.

The foregoing suggests that categorization by race or ethnicity fails to capture
the complexity of social experience of many groups and their members. Diversity
programs that use race or ethnicity as proxies for diversity of social experience
and social affiliation may thus fail to capture accurately the perceptions and ex-
periences of the groups they seek to include. As a result, real diversity may suffer.
Thus, when deciding whom to admit through affirmative action, schools should
pay closer attention to the ways in which individuals and groups define themselves
rather than defaulting to the socially dominant understanding of who belongs to
what race or ethnicity. Instead of having students “check the box” for a given
racial or ethnic category, schools could ask more open-ended questions, perhaps
asking applicants to explain how they define themselves racially, ethnically, or
otherwise. Giving students a limited range of racial or ethnic categories to choose
from presupposes strong affiliations even when in actuality they may be weak.
From the responses to these questions, schools could devise categories that more
accurately reflect different groups’ and individuals’ conceptions of identity and
affiliation.

If the use of race and ethnicity as proxies for diversity of thought and expe-
rience is not an effective means of promoting such diversity, then the idea of
affirmative action based on race or ethnicity may be undermined, at least insofar
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as it is meant to achieve diversity. At the very least, this insight requires us to
change our conclusions about how to define the groups that we think must be
included to achieve diversity. Such altered definitions may in turn affect our con-
clusions as to which groups ought to benefit from affirmative action. If we resist
giving up affirmative action based on race or ethnicity as a method to increase
diversity on campus, it may not be because we fear that schools will become less
diverse in the ideas and attitudes represented on campus; we may instead resist
because we are motivated by goals other than diversity, such as reparations or
distributive justice. Although race and ethnicity may not accurately reflect the
self-perception of many groups, these categories are socially salient because
throughout our history people have been given better or worse treatment based
on their perceived race or ethnicity. Racial and ethnic categories may not serve
the educational mission of diversity very well, but they may do a better job of
serving the goals of reparations and distributive justice. Schools may feel con-
strained, however, to limit their stated objectives to diversity and to conceal gen-
uine redistributional or reparationist objectives because of Bakke, which allows
schools to take race explicitly into account to promote educational diversity, but
greatly limits their ability to do so for the purposes of reparations or distributive
justice. Complete candor may be too risky.

Putting Bakke to the side for analytic purposes, however, a school can tailor
an affirmative action program to fulfill its true goals only if it is clear about the
nature of these goals. Different objectives will lead to different conclusions about
which groups should be included in an affirmative action program and how these
groups should be defined. If a school is motivated by distributional goals, race-
based programs work well for some groups but less well for others.* For example,
a school could defensibly grant affirmative action preferences to African Ameri-
cans on the theory that affirmative action would help improve the socioeconomic
status and political power of African Americans as a group. The long history of
discrimination against African Americans and the importance of race to the social
identity of African Americans make race a fairly useful category for analysis and
for achieving the goals of distributive justice and reparations.*!

It would be much more difficult, however, to make an analogous argument
with regard to Latinos. Because Latino panethnic identity is relatively weak com-
pared to other kinds of affiliations, granting affirmative action to racially or eth-
nically Latino students would likely not serve a school’s distributional or repara-
tions goals. A program more sensitive to differences among Latino nationalities
and the complexities of Latino group affiliation would probably serve these goals
better.

The point is that in the last analysis schools should be sensitive to the actual
group identities and social affiliations of students and applicants, whatever the
purpose of an affirmative action program, whether it be to promote diversity, or
to grant reparations, or to promote distributive justice. If schools rely only on
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dominant social understandings of race and ethnicity, their affirmative action pro-
grams will be handicapped.
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I should be clear that my discussion of the weakness of racial and ethnic identity prob-
ably does not apply, for the most part, to African Americans. The research Paul Brest
and I have done indicates that schools rightly assume that the racial category African
American is quite important to the social identity of the people generally considered to
be African American: nearly all people identified by others as being African American

Diversity of What?

This content downloaded from 216.70.227.130 on Tue, 20 Dec 2016 20:47:11 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

137



138

also identify themselves as African American. Christopher Jencks, Rethinking Social
Policy: Race, Poverty, and the Underclass (Cambridge, Mass., 1993), 29. Furthermore, this
category appears to have a great deal of meaning for most African Americans. For
example, many successful middle- and upper-class African Americans feel that they
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25. Ibid., 171. 26. Ibid., 175.
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cultural afhiliation as white. Haney Lopez, “Social Construction,” 28.

32. De la Garza et al., Latino Voices, 66—67.

33. Ibid., 67-68.

34. See Brest and Oshige, “Affirmative Action,” 892-93.
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D.C., 1993), 5, table 5.
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its diversity program, but not Cubans. Brest and Oshige, “Affirmative Action,” 855.

40. For a much more extensive exploration of the importance of group identity and
affiliation to the success of affirmative action programs intended to promote distrib-
utive justice or provide reparations for past discrimination, see generally ibid., esp.
section 3.
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