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Education is bedevilled by words that come into fashion, become reified and take on a power and mystic all of their own, often to the point where sober criticism becomes impossible. Today I want to take one of these words (there are other candidates - ‘equity’ and ‘safety’ are two of my favourites!) for analysis. The word is ‘diversity’. 

But first, what is a word? It is a symbol for an idea, or ideas that may have various meanings depending on what the word is used for and who is using it. A way into pulling apart a word’s complexity is to think of a word as having three levels. 

The first level is the word or symbol itself. The second level is the idea or ideas within the word –its concept or meaning. Because ‘diversity’ has a number of meanings, and some are contradictory, the discussion about these contradictions will take most of my time this morning. The third level is the interests, intentions, attitudes, beliefs and context (the politics) that shape ideas in the first place. 

Although my purpose is to analysis the word ‘diversity’, a second purpose is to warn you about the slippery nature of the link between the three levels. The moral of this address is never to take a word at face value. That is especially the case when a word becomes fashionable. Its very popularity means that the word is serving a purpose – find out what the purpose is. 

‘Diversity’ refers to three main ideas. 

The first meaning is the self-evident one. ‘Diversity’ describes the fact that individuals and groups within the one society are different. These groups may be self-identified or identified by others on the basis of features that stand out from the rest of the population. Humans classify as a way to make sense of the world. There is nothing sinister in this. We all observe people, or anything else for that matter, in terms of differences as much as similarities. Classification is at the basis of ordering and understanding our world. We can be classified according to any number of attributes, both visible and invisible. These may include eye colour, skin colour, height, occupation, age, language, educational status, behaviour, ethnic/racial heritage, racial identification, sexual orientation, special abilities, special difficulties, lifestyle preferences, health status, and so on. 

What matters, and here we move to the second level of meaning, is what is done after people are classified as different. In some cases the classification as different stops there. A label is applied, a description made, and that is all. An example here is religious difference. Because New Zealand is a secular society, religious difference is, in fact, normal. One’s religious affiliation is not seen to be connected to a particular need so specific policy is not required. 

‘Diversity’ however, in the meaning that has developed in education policy, refers to the governmental response to needs that are believed to be the result of the defined difference. Not only is the difference defined in a way that connects it to a need but laws, policies and practices are adopted by institutions to address the needs believed to be caused by the difference. That connection of difference to need is an important idea in the meaning of ‘diversity’ as it has developed in educational circles. So ‘diversity’ is more than just ‘difference’.

In New Zealand government policy the approach has been to recognise that certain individuals, classified into groups for the purposes of identification, have needs as a result of their difference from the majority. This has long been the approach to children with special needs for example and this has been generally accepted by New Zealanders as a fair and just approach. However in recent years as diversity has become a way to recognise different groups, particularly ethnic or racial groups, conflict has arisen as to  ‘what specific types of diversity count (or should count) for policy purposes’ (Boston and Callister, 2005, p. 36).  

That debate reaches into the very meaning of what constitutes a group. The following example from the UK illustrates the point that once a type of category (in this case, racial or ethnic category) is adopted as a way to address the needs of a particular group, at what point does such categorisation places boundaries around the group classifying its members as forever ‘needy’, forever different and locked into increasingly tighter categories and sub-categories. 

Recently, in compliance with the requirements of the Race Relations (Amendment) Act (2000), the Department for Education and Skills published its Race Equality Scheme (2005b). The document makes use of a plethora of terms. Within the space of a few pages the reader can find: ethnic groups; Asian backgrounds; Chinese and Indian (in the UK); White British; ethnic minority groups; Black Caribbean pupils; Black and Asian students; Black British; Asian British (all on the same page); minority ethnic groups; pupils from Pakistani and Bangladeshi backgrounds; BME which is explained in a Glossary at the end of the document as meaning Black and Minority Ethnic; BEMG which is said to refer to Black Ethnic Minority Group; Traveller; Irish heritage; Gypsy/Roma; individual minority ethnic groups; Black young people; White British young people; Black young males; and Ethnic Minority and ethnic diversity; Black, Asian and people of mixed ethnic origin (Department for Education and Skills, 2005b). The Department for Education and Skills encourages its partners (schools, colleges and universities) ‘to meet the needs of all minority ethnic groups and uses both formal and informal contact to pursue this’ (ibid.) Culley and Demain, 2006, p. 130).

So ‘diversity’ has two problems within its meaning. The first is that exemplified in the British example – how is a category of difference created that is useful for addressing educational needs? The second is the needs themselves. What causes the needs? Do the needs that require policy intervention come from the one’s location in the group or is there another cause? Consider this distinction. The special needs student who is placed in that group category because he or she has particular needs. Compare this to the students in the BME group from the British example above who has needs because he or she is already categorised in the group.

Like the UK, New Zealand education policy has increasingly built its difference categories as ethnic or race categories. This not only ignores the fluidity of racial groups and creates fixed, bounded categories but also leads to a number of assumptions about those within the category. One assumption is the idea that a child’s lifestyle (i.e. beliefs, values, practices, forms of social interaction, or ‘culture’) is caused by his or her racial heritage. This leads to the second assumption which is that the child’s culture produces particular educational needs. If these needs are not met through the relevant cultural pedagogy then the child’s education suffers. For example the Kotahitanga Project used in a number of secondary schools assumes that Maori students require a culturally responsive pedagogy because the student is Maori. That is, the person’s ethnicity produces the need. 

This essentially racial approach has been strongly criticised in the PPTA commissioned report by Professor Roger Openshaw. His evaluation found that the Kotahitanga writers ignore the range of needs that exist within the Maori student population as well as ignoring the fact that needs arise from a number of circumstances which may well include ethnic heritage and cultural identification but also include socio-economic class location, lifestyle, family practices, the student’s disposition, individual circumstances, and so on.

It is in the defining of diversity as primarily ethnic or racial difference that ‘diversity’ underwent a major transformation. Until the 1980s, ‘diversity’ in educational policy meant recognising the needs which resulted in group categorisation, as with the special needs children. While it still has that meaning in respect to those children, its application to ethnic groups is fundamentally different. ‘Diversity’ is now used to refer to the group itself rather than to the needs associated with the group. 

The assumption that ‘diversity’ refers to the group itself rather than to specific needs associated with a particular group at a particular historical moment comes from the rising influence of foundational group rights. It is not my intention today to discuss in any detail the culturalist ideology behind this shift to the politics of foundational group rights. That discussion is available at the end of my chapter ‘The Political Strategies of Ethnic and Indigenous Elites’ published in Rata and Openshaw edited, 2006. Briefly, the main assumptions of culturalism are: That ethnicity or race causes culture. That culture is determining of a person’s life trajectory. That cultural identity is a person’s primary identity. Cultural identity means that a person thinks, behaves and believes like other members of the ethnic group. The ethnic group is primordial which fixed boundaries.

However, understanding the development of the new meaning in ‘diversity’ first requires an analysis of the meaning of ‘social group’. For that one needs to know about the foundational group. A social group is considered to be ‘foundational’ when its membership is based on primordial criteria. You belong to the group because your ancestors did, and their ancestors did too – right back to the beginning of time. Often a genesis mythology is invoked by those supporting this ideology to increase its credibility in the eyes of the wider population. Because the criteria for membership is fixed at the beginning of time, no one can join or leave the group. Even marriage may only confer honorary status in the eyes of group members. Various social practices arise from these beliefs. The practice of ‘body-snatching’ to ensure that a deceased’s body is buried amongst ancestors fits the foundational group. 

Furthermore, the group is strengthened not only by the genetic requirement for group membership, to be ‘of the blood’, but also by the belief that the group’s cultural practices and political interests are limited to those in the group and shared by all its members.

This means that the fluidity and heterogeneity that characterises any social group is replaced by an ahistorical primordial definition. In this rigid definition of the social group it is assumed that all group members share the same interests. The political ambitions of the group’s elite are held to be for the benefit of all. The interests of one are the interests of all. However, this idea that a social group is the same as a political interest group ignores the fact that individuals in any of these distinctive social groups share much more in common with members of other social groups than there are differences between them. For example, members of the neotribal elite (those ‘wheelers and dealers’ on behalf of the neotribal corporations have more in common with power brokers and wealthy elites of other cooperations than they do with those Maori described by Simon Chapple as ‘sole Maori with low literacy, poor education, and living in geographical concentrations that have socio-economic problems, not the Maori ethnic group as a whole. There are probably also sub-cultural associations with benefit dependence, sole parenthood, early natality, drug and alcohol abuse, physical violence, and illegal cash-cropping. In other words the policy issue may need to be viewed primarily at a sub-cultural and socio-economic level rather than the coarse ethno-cultural level of Maori/non-Maori binaries’. (Chapple, 2000, p. 115) 

So how has the meaning of ‘diversity’ in educational policy as the response to the needs of an identifiable category of persons been overtaken by its meaning as policy directed to the social group. Conflating a social group with a particular political position or project occurs when we confuse the meaning of ‘social group’ itself. 

Liberalism argues for the primary place of the individual as the basic political category with society understood as the voluntary association of its members. However liberal philosophy does recognise that individuals often have needs, interests and lives in common with others and that it makes sense to categorise individuals into groups where those with something in common can be categorised and treated in a particular way. So liberal democracy is not opposed to group politics. The difference between the group recognised in the culturalist ideology of those promoting the foundational group and the group recognised in liberalism is at the heart of the matter. 

Democracies are based on the commitment to the idea, developed during the Enlightenment and consolidated in liberal and democratic politics from the late eighteenth century, that individuals have interests that arise from their direct experiences of life and from their ability to think for themselves about their lives and even about what their lives might be (the engine of politics). Therefore it is individuals, not groups, who were to be the bearers of legal and political rights. This applied to all individuals, a universal requirement, because, despite the fact that each individual is different, individuals are sentient reasoning beings. For that reason, that each individual experiences life directly, political and legal rights are attached to the individual and not to the group. 

The associational group is a modern social phenomenon and the basis of liberal democracy. This group is an association of individuals. As a freely consenting member, you are free to join and free to leave. Democratic societies are based on this premise. It doesn’t matter who you are and where you were born. Your ancestry does not exclude you from the most modern association of all - the nation-state. Citizenship is a status that does not depend upon ‘blood’. Although it is acquired as a result of birthplace it may also be acquired by choosing to immigrate. Belonging is not determined on racial criteria fixed unalterably in the past. 

Within a modern society, individuals may join or leave various types of associations: religious, sports, lifestyle, work-based, cultural and so on. Some associations do have historical connections. For example, a Maori kapa haka group may draw on the connection to a foundational group but with this difference – someone who is not descended from the foundational group may be a full member of the associational group. Some associational groups have quite rigid criteria for membership such as excluding people on the basis of gender. These are, at times, challenged by individuals who believe that the criteria makes the group more as a foundational group than one based on democratic principles.

Interestingly, the British philosopher, Alan MacFarlane (2002), traces the pre-conditions of the associational group to the property law of some parts of Anglo-Saxon England. He argues that the right accorded to individuals (even female ones) to bequeath property outside the kin-group led to the development of individual-based legal rights, and on to the development of the concept of the individual as someone separate from the kin-group, to whom further legal rights may adhere. This concept of the individual rather than the foundational group as the bearer of rights was over a period of centuries extended to political rights, first to the privileged few and finally, in the late nineteenth century (in New Zealand at least) to all adults.

I have discussed the foundational and the associational social group at length in order to make the point that understanding the concept ‘diversity’ means opening up the word at all three levels. Originally ‘diversity’ in educational policy meant recognising the needs of individuals. This was best done by placing individuals into categories so that policy could be directed to these groups. As categories were reified, taking on a life and power of their own, the individuals, all with as many differences as the similarities that first saw them placed into the category, became lost as individuals. They became group members. The emergence of the politics of foundational groups reinforced this tendency on the part of those in education to see the group, rather than the individual as the ‘holder of needs’ and the ‘bearer of rights’. 

My request to you today is to learn from the changing fortunes of ‘diversity’ and cultivate a thoughtful wariness towards words, especially words that become the darlings of education fashion. I suspect that ‘diversity’ is on the wane. Indeed I don’t think I would have been invited here if that were not the case (or is that an oversensitive cynicism?). My advice is don’t be too hasty to jettison the word in reaction to its serious limitations. ‘Diversity’ will continue to have its uses – just be aware of what those uses are. And some final advice – look out for the next word on the rise. It is likely to be just as tricky!
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