voices of design and voices of diversity

Design depends largely on constraints…the sum of all constraints. Here is one of the few effective keys
to the design problem—the ability of the designer to recognize as many of the constraints as possible—
his willingness and enthusiasm for working within those constraints…each problem has its own peculiar
list.
Charles Eames, 1969
To avoid being called racist we may claim that we don’t notice color and don’t treat people differently
based on color. However, we all notice color in just about every situation we’re in. It’s not useful or
honest for any of us to claim that we don’t.
Paul Kivel, c. 1996
As things stand, “I Have a Dream” has been identified as King’s definitive statement on race. To that
degree it has become an enemy to his moral complexity. It alienates the social vision King expressed in
his last four years. The overvaluing and misreading of “I Have a Dream” has skillfully silenced a huge
dimension of King’s prophetic ministry. …. The problem with many of King’s conservative interpreters is
not simply that they have not been honest about how they have consciously or unintentionally hindered
the realization of King’s dream, but more brutally, that in the face of such hindrances, they have
demanded that we act as if the dream has become real and has altered the racial landscape. As an ideal,
the color-blind motif spurs us to develop a nation where race will make no difference. As a presumed
achievement, color-blindness reinforces the very racial misery it is meant to replace.
Michael Eric Dyson, 2000
Fervency for race-blindness has left some observers simply blind to a basic fact of American public life:
We have pressing moral dilemmas in our society that can be fully grasped only when viewed against the
backdrop of our unlovely racial history. …. So after centuries of intensive classification we are now
confronted with raced subjects demanding to be recognized as such. Here are selves endogenous to the
historical and cultural flow, who see their social world partly through the lens of their “pigment,” and the
best some critics can do by way of response is to dismiss them as deluded, confused believers in a
“figment.” (“Why are they so obsessed with race? Can’t they see it was all a big mistake?”) …. And
those to whom the “wages of whiteness” flow like manna from heaven, who have a race but never have to
think about it, can blithely declare, “It’s time to move on.” This is simplistic social ethics and sophomoric
social psychology, it seems to me. …. But this, in effect, is what many critics today are saying to black
Americans who simply refuse to “get over it.” The basic point needing emphasis here is this: The use of
race-based instruments is typically the result, rather than the cause, of the wider awareness of racial
identity in society. This is why race-blindness is such a superficial moral ideal: To forgo cognizance of
race, out of fear that others will be encouraged to think in racial terms, is a bit like closing the barn door
after the horses have gone. One cannot grasp the workings of the social order in which we are
embedded in the United States without making use of racial categories…. Race-blindness is a
procedural standard. It deals with prerogatives of the individual. It emphasizes autonomy and
impartiality. And it does not depend on history…. By contrast, race-egalitarianism focuses explicitly on
the status of groups. It entails looking not only at the procedures employed in a society but also at the
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social outcomes those procedures generate. And it finds justification in a comprehensive understanding
of how current racial disparities have come to be. …. Once the reality of these racially biased interactive
patterns (in society) is taken into account, race-blindness begins to look much less attractive as a moral
position, precisely because of its individualistic, ahistorical, and purely procedural focus. …. Race-blind
proceduralism fails…because (among other reasons) it is not closed to moral deviation….
Glenn Loury, 2002
…We like to talk about the differences we can appreciate, and we don’t like to talk about the ones we
can’t. As survey after survey has shown, Americans are very reluctant to identify themselves as
belonging to the lower class and even more reluctant to identify themselves as belonging to the upper
class. The class we like is the middle class. …For twenty years, while the gap between the rich and the
poor has grown larger, we’ve been urged to respect people’s identities—as if the problem of poverty
would be solved if we just appreciated the poor. From the economic standpoint, however, what poor
people want is not to contribute to diversity but to minimize their contribution to it—they want to stop being
poor. Celebrating diversity of American life has become the American left’s way of accepting their
poverty, of accepting inequality. …. We would much rather get rid of racism than get rid of poverty. And
we would much rather celebrate cultural diversity than seek to establish economic equality. …Not content
with pretending that our real problem is cultural difference rather than economic difference, we have also
started to treat economic difference as if it were cultural difference. So now we’re urged to be more
respectful of poor people and to stop thinking of them as victims…. And if we can stop thinking of the
poor as people who have too little money and start thinking of them instead as people who have too little
respect, then it’s our attitude toward the poor, not their poverty, that becomes the problem to be solved….
The trick…is to stop thinking of poverty as a disadvantage…. …The trick is to think of inequality as a
consequence of our prejudices rather than as a consequence of our social system. …. If you’re worried
about the spectacle of the growing economic inequality in American life, if you suspect that there may be
something unjust as well as unpleasant in the spectacle of the rich getting richer and the poor getting
poorer, no cause is less worth supporting, no battle is less worth fighting than the ones we fight for
diversity. …We don’t need to purchase our progress in civil rights at the expense of a commitment to
economic justice. …We should not…continue to allow…the phantasm of respect for difference to take
the place of (a) commitment to economic justice. …The commitment to diversity is at best a distraction
and at worst an essentially reactionary position…. …The left today obsessively interests itself in issues
that have nothing to do with economic equality. …. As long…as the left continues to worry about
diversity, the right won’t have to worry about inequality. …The political left…has converted itself into the
accomplice rather than the opponent of the right. …. (In academia) the supposed left has turned into
something like the human resource department of the right, concerned to make sure that (all members) of
the upper middle class have the same privileges…. Diversity, like gout, is a rich people’s problem.
Walter Benn Michaels, 2006
The American celebration of diversity masks, and may be designed to mask, increasing economic
inequality and decreasing social mobility.
Fibonacci, 2007
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Colorblindness, though widely touted as the solution, is actually the problem. …. Far from being a
worthy goal…colorblindness has proved catastrophic for African Americans. It is not an overstatement to
say the systematic mass incarceration of people of color in the United States would not have been
possible in the post-civil rights era if the nation had not fallen under the spell of a callous colorblindness.
The seemingly innocent phrase, “I don’t care if he’s black…” perfectly captures the perversion of Martin
Luther King Jr.’s dream that we may, one day, be able to see beyond race to connect spiritually across
racial lines. Saying that one does not care about race is offered as an exculpatory virtue, when in fact it
can be a form of cruelty. …The public consensus supporting mass incarceration is officially colorblind. It
purports to see black and brown men not as black and brown, but simply men—raceless men—who have
failed miserably to play by the rules the rest of us follow quite naturally. The fact that so many black and
brown men are rounded up for drug crimes that go largely ignored when committed by whites is unseen.
Our collective colorblindness prevents us from seeing this basic fact. Our blindness also prevents us
from seeing the racial and structural divisions that persist in society: the segregated, unequal schools, the
segregated, jobless ghettos, and the segregated public discourse…. Our commitment to colorblindness
extends beyond individuals to institutions and social arrangements. We have become blind, not so much
to race, but to the existence of racial caste in America. …It was this indifference to the plight of other
races that supported the institutions of slavery and Jim Crow. …. Racial indifference and blindness—far
more than racial hostility—form the sturdy foundation for all racial caste systems. ...Advocates (of racial
justice) are frequently asked, When we will we (finally) become a colorblind society? The pursuit of
colorblindness makes people impatient. With courage, we should respond: Hopefully never. Or if those
words are too difficult to utter, then say: “Not in the foreseeable future.” More than a little patience will be
needed when explaining the complete about-face. Probably the same number of people think the Earth is
flat as think race consciousness should be the rule in perpetuity, rather than the exception. It would be a
mistake, though, to assume that people are incapable of embracing a permanent commitment to color
consciousness. The shift may, in fact, come as something of a relief, as it moves our collective focus
away from a wholly unrealistic goal to one that is within anyone’s reach right now. After all, to aspire to
colorblindness is to aspire to a state of being in which you are not capable of seeing racial differences—a
practical impossibility for most of us. The shift also invites a more optimistic view of human capacity. The
colorblindness ideal is premised on the notion that we, as a society, can never be trusted to see race and
treat each other fairly or with genuine compassion. A commitment to color consciousness, by contrast,
places faith in our capacity as humans to show care and concern for others, even as we are fully
cognizant of race and possible racial differences. …. Seeing race is not the problem. Refusing to care
for the people we see is the problem. The fact that the meaning of race may evolve over time or lose
much of its significance is hardly a reason to be struck blind. We should hope not far a colorblind society
but instead for a world in which we can see each other fully, learn from each other, and do what we can to
respond to each other with love.
Michelle Alexander, 2010
An idea isn’t something you have, it’s something that grows.
Roberto Deseda, 2010

voices

25 Sep 2012

p. 3 of 3

