
Common Ground 

A flourishing and deranged belief in diversity 

is threatening our ability to function as a community. 

There is an alternative. 

David Schuman 

For those of us who allegedly
Sr�w u� in the 1960s and 19!0s,
·' d1vers1ty" and "community"

were more than words or even 
goals: They were icons and visions; 
they were sanctified. Our devotion 
to diversity would displace an ear
lier generation's bigotry and nar
row-minded intolerance of anything 
other than majority values. Our 
commitment to community would 
heal the inherited world's lonely 
crowds and its too-frequent resem
blance to a Hobbesian war of all 
against all. 

But that, as they say, was then, 
and this is now. We have taken over. 
One of our own is in the W hite 
House. And what has happened to 
our twin icons? 

It seems fair to say that with 
respect to diversity we have made 
some progress. The society our chil
dren stand to inherit, although far 
from perfectly tolerant, will at least 
be a society in which outright deni
gration of other cultures carries a 
significant social stigma. 

And community? That vision has 
not fared so well. On the contrary, 
the very meaning of the word has 
been debased and perverted beyond 
recognition. We speak these days 
not only of political, racial, ethnic 
and religious communities, but of 
merchants and manufacturers as the 
business community, teachers as the 
academic community, police officers 
as the law enforcement community, 
even, believe it or not, to spies as the 
intelligence community. I myself am 
a member of the higher-ed commu
nity and the legal community, and if 
things go badly enough I may find 
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myself a member of that most oxy
moronic of groups, the homeless 
community. In his latest novel, 
William Gaddis tells of a careless 
sculptor who accidentally seals a 
household pet inside a stainless 
steel monument, and thereby incurs 
the wrath of the dog community. 

The idea of community has subtly 
changed from a people bound 
together by traditions, a home place, 
shared references and a sense of 
mutual dependence and obligation, 
into an alliance whose members 
happen to share a particular trait 
and a partisan objective (usually 
involving money) based on that trait 
- in other words an entity political
scientists classically call an interest
group or, less elegantly, a lobby.

We who do share a home place, 
a history, a future and a culture are 
now often called a "market," as in, 
"Eugene is the second-largest market 
in Oregon." 

W hen intelligent people 
refer to lobbying groups 
as "communities" and to 

geographically defined political enti
ties as "markets," we should suspect 
that something has gone alarmingly 
wrong. Language, after all, reflects 
and creates reality, and in this case 
the reality seems to be that people 
act in common only to exploit some 
temporary opportunity to maximize 
their self-interest, and that the polit
ical process has become something 
resembling an auction or a bazaar in 
which these interests compete for 
scarce resources. 

While an appreciation of diversity 
has been growing, a sense of real 

community - common ground in 
both the geographical and meta
phorical sense - is probably farther 
from our grasp now than it was a 
generation ago. I believe that these 
outcomes are not unrelated, that 
one of the reasons community has 
suffered is because diversity has 
flourished. More precisely, if less 
flamboyantly: We have an impover
ished sense of political community 
because we have a deranged under
standing of diversity. 

In the name of diversity, we now 
define ourselves as members of 
subcultures that are based on a trait 
such as race, ethnicity, religion, 
gender or sexual orientation. Once 
self-defined, we strive first to take 
pride in our subculture's manifesta
tion of that trait - our race, our religion, 
our ethnicity- and then to honor other 
groups that are doing the same thing 
with theirs. We honor them best by 
gazing at them from afar or leaving 
them alone; as we want for our 
culture the freedom to define itself 
and to grow according to its own 
self-definition, so too we respect the 
autonomy of other cultures. We 
eschew cultural imperialism. Indeed, 
under the diversity hypothesis, 
membership in a subculture can 
situate or contextualize a person so 
basically that he or she cannot even 
communicate with a member of 
another subculture because they, do 
not inhabit the same world. Women, 
for example, are. said to speak in "a 
different voice" and experience a dif
ferent reality than do men. White peo
ple cannot possibly understand the 
lives of people of color. And so forth. 

This type of diversity dictates that 



instead of trying to engage in dis
course, to find common ground, we 
should devote our energy to formu
lating an identity and an agenda for 
our own group, finding our own 
voice, and demanding that it be 
honored - even while we insist that it 
can never be fully understood from 
the outside. Simultaneously, of course, 
we should listen attentively so we 
can honor the voices of others - even 
as we admit that we cannot hear 
them except through the distorting 
filter of our own situation. Ideally, 
each group has its distinctive self
conceived voice, has pride in it, and 
honors, admires or at least acknowl
edges the different but equal voices 
of other. This is pluralist heaven. 

Unfortunately, it is also the Tower 
of Babel. 

And it is definitely not a political 
community. I understand the histor
ical rationale for this development: 
For too long one race, religion, eth
nicity, gender and sexual orientation 
has dominated the others. W hite 
Christian European straight males 
have subtly (and not so subtly) infil
trated their privilege into not only 
the psyches of the oppressed but 
into their languages and percep
tions. This is a valid and legitimate 
concern, of which I, as a Jew, am 
reminded every time I glance at the 
cross on top of Skinner's Butte in 
Eugene and recall that the City 
Council, with the blessing of the 
Oregon Supreme Court, has declared 
it a non-sectarian "war memorial"; or 
every time someone uses "Christian" 
as a synonym for "generous" and all I 
can think of is pogroms, Crusades 
and Final Solutions. 

But the sort of deranged idea of 
diversity outlined above, by advocat
ing that we reinvigorate marginalized 
subcultures through encouraging 
their development along precisely 
those lines that define their differ
ences, presents a cure that is worse 
than the disease. Loyalty to subcul
ture displaces loyalty to community. 

The result too often is the estab
lishment of a collection of equal but 
exclusive enclaves, psychic home
lands that cut across the geographi
cal units like cities and states that 
define our political world. Yet these 
are the entities that for better or for 
worse still make and enforce our 
authoritative norms and values, that 
still form the basis of government. 
These are the communities we must 
live in. 

A political community should be 
defined by more than geography, 
however: It should be marked by 
inclusive discourse and deliberation 
in pursuit of a shared vision of the 
good life. This requires intent, 
construction, nurture and sacrifice. 
Those who share a home place must 
seek common ground, and if they do 
not find it they must make it. Instead, 
what we have now is a politics that, 
in the complacent self-assertions and 
self-promotions of its participants, 
resembles a preschool, where verbal 
activity typically takes the form not 
of dialogue but of shouting matches 
and parallel monologues. 

T
his competition between diver
sity and community is not pre
ordained. We can have both. 

To do so, we must first understand 
the distinction between individualist 

diversity, which is what we have 
now, and communitarian diversity, 
which is harder to imagine. 

Individualist presumptions are so 
deeply embedded in our national 
identity that we tend to regard them 
as facts instead of conclusions; sub
jecting them to critical scrutiny is as 
difficult as turning the eye to focus on 
itself. So it is with our presumption 
that each individual is a complete 
entity, driven by an innate impulse to 
rational self-maximization; that these 
individuals are born bearing rights in 
order to defend their individual 
autonomy so that they might fully 
flourish; that individuals· voluntarily 
join associations only in order to gain 
some advantage, and always at a cost 
to individual freedom; that politics is 
the market-like arena into which 
individuals venture in order to pur
sue the goals that they have already 
independently chosen; and that gov
ernment is the necessary evil that 
individuals reluctantly establish, 
again at a cost to their autonomy, in 
order to achieve stability and security. 

Individualist diversity has the 
same coloration. A subculture is 
nothing more than an individual, 
writ large. Each is a self-sufficient 
and self-contained social unit. As 
such it has the right and the duty to 
establish its own identity, choose its 
own goals and chart its own course 
toward them. Politics is the pluralist 
clash of competing groups fighting 
to achieve these self-determined 
goals. "Diversity" exists when all of 
the subcultures have equal access to 
this political arena, no group inter
feres with another, and none can 
claim privilege. Government serves 
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to ensure that these groups play by 
the rules, but is itself agnostic with 
respect to ultimate goods. 

The connection between individu
alist diversity and weak political 
community is obvious: Subcultures 
within the larger political entity 
have no propensity, no need, and no 
incentive to find common ground. 
Instead, their objective is to thrive 
without the interference of others. 
They enter politics only when neces
sary. Once in, each group zealously 
pursues its own interest, like classic 
participants in the market, which 
in fact is the model for political 
behavior in this vision. This is not 
only how it is, but how it should be, 
because if the umpire state keeps 
the game honest, an Invisible Hand 
oversees the struggle and ensures 
that what prevails is, by definition, 
what should prevail. In politics, 
the policy that garners the most 
votes is for that reason just, like the 
price reached by equally empow
ered market participants. Within 
this vision there is no place for 
empathy or cooperation. You lead, 
follow, or get out of the way; you do 
not share, help or acc.ommodate, 
except as part of a larger strategy of 
self-advancement. 

Imagine, however, what diversity 
and community might look like if 
we were to begin with different 
assumptions, ones that predate the 
invention of individualism - an 
invention, incidentally, that can be 
precisely dated to 1835, the year 
Tocqueville had to coin the term 
because he could find no word 
in any language to capture the 
American phenomenon of an ego
ism regarded by its possessor as a 
virtue. This alternative set of 
assumptions, currently experiencing 
something of a revival, goes under 
the name of civic republicanism or, 
more commonly, communitarianism. 

Although communitarianism 
sounds like what you would get 
if you crossed communism and 
Unitarianism - a thought too ghastly 
even to contemplate - it is unrelated 
to either. Communitarianism began 
as the theoretical alternative to 
traditional liberal-indi vid ualis t 
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political philosophy. The debate 
between those ideologies animated 
academic journals during the 1980s. 
Since that time, communitarians 
have moved beyond theory. They 
now have a quarterly journal, The 
Responsive Community, and a platform 
of concrete policy objectives endorsed 
by, among others, former presidential 
candidate John Anderson, former 
mayor and Clinton cabinet member 

Henry Cisneros, former FCC chair 
Newton Minnow, labor leader Albert 
Shanker and business executive and 
former federal official William D. 
Ruckelshaus. 

In contrast to the individualist, 
the communitarian agrees with 
Aristotle that individual humans are 
not independent, self-contained, 
self-interest-maximizing creatures, 
but are first and foremost "polis 
dwelling" animals, incomplete 
beings who require others in order 
to thrive - indeed, even to survive. 
We are born into communities, and 
these communities literally create 
us, provide us with roles and identi
ties, situate us and bind us together 
in a web of mutual support and 
obligation. With Dostoyevsky, the 
communitarian believes that each is 
responsible for all. With Dante, the 
communitarian believes that the 
perfectly sel f-sufficient person 
dwells in the lowest circle of Hell, 
sealed in ice, unable to connect with 
others similarly sealed. Affiliations 

are not necessary evils that we toler
ate only because and so long as they 
promote our self-interest; they 
provide us the spaces and occasions 
to develop and flourish as human 
animals. Politics is the deliberative, 
inclusive search for a shared concep
tion of a good life, and how to 
achieve it: It is a participatory quest 
for common ground. It is not a mar
ket for competing or adversarial 
interests. 

Let me emphasize what the 
communitarian vision is not. It is 
not homogenous: Communitarians 
do not contemplate a world in 
which everybody looks, acts, or 
thinks the same. Aristotle reports 
that Periclean Athens, though small 
in size and number, contained the 
world in its diversity. Nor is it 
authoritarian: Communitarians do 
not contemplate a world in which 
one group dominates or oppresses 
or otherwise imposes itself on 
others. If forced to choose between 
individualist diversity, in which 
every subculture, focusing on its 
uniqueness, strives for independent 
self-definition, and fascist homo
geneity, in which one subculture 
asserts its privilege over all others, 
I have no hesitation in asserting the 
superiority of the former over the 
latter. Better a Balkanized, adver
sarial and unsatisfying brand of 
public life than one governed by 
terror and coercion. 

But those are not the only choices. 
We can coherently strive for a public 
life in which difference flourishes, 
even as mutuality and community 
thrive. And it requires only a small 
shift in our angle of perception, a 
minor change of nuance, a differ
ence of accent. Instead of valuing 
diversity as an end in itself, we 
should value it as a means - in par
ticular, as a means of enriching the 
community by bringing into its pub
lic discourse a variety of voices. This 
small shift, in turn, requires conced
ing that various subcultures within 
a political community can talk to 
and understand each other; that 
meaningful public discourse can 
thrive among diverse people. 

To do this, we have to abandon 



hionable theory that meaning 
contingent, so dependent on 

-e t, that true communication
·een members of different

ups cannot take place. The
· e of this theory, a debased and

plistic form of "deconstruction
," should neither surprise

r alarm anybody. As origi
nally formulated and within its 

"timate sphere, deconstruc
· on and other post-modern

·heories have provided valid
and useful insights. Surely the
ecognition that many texts

have a different "meaning" to
different audiences, or the
assertion that some legal con
cepts are so elastic that they can
easily be manipulated by those
in power, surely these and
other more sophisticated per
ceptions have advanced under
standing . But it is altogether
something else to see them as 
embodying a general principle
of complete contingency, or to
argue from a few interesting
and important examples that
all meaning derives from the
situation of the perceiver and
that "meaning" is always con
structed . In a world of objects
and actions, the theory of con
structed or contingent meaning
is plainly wrong in an over
whelming number of situa
tions. When one person says
"Pass the salt," or "Vote No on
Measure Nine," or "No person
shall be a Representative who
shall not have attained to the
Age of twenty five years," or
"Don't ever put your tongue in
my mouth again, Senator,"
almost all of the people who
hear receive an almost perfect
comprehension of what the speaker
means, and if  they do not, the
speaker can easily and quickly
explain herself.

Despite its nearly universal rejec
tion by scholars, the theory that 
cultures have such radically contex
tualized perspectives that they 
inhabit different realities has been 
an important part of the foundation 
upon which individualist diversity 

rests, serving not only as an expla
nation or excuse for divisiveness, 
but as a reason to pursue and 
embrace it. Disabusing ourselves of 
that notion will remove a significant 
impediment to the formation of true 
- and truly diverse - communities.

No longer encouraged to focus on 
ourselves and what makes our 
group different, liberated from the 
crippling belief in the futility of all 
attempts to connect with others, we 
become free to engage the virtues of 
compassion and empathy, and there
fore to look for common ground. 

That search should not prove 
daunting; at the most basic human 
level, we are all born helpless, we 

grow more powerful under the care 
of others, we share a fragile planet, 
we learn, we age, we work, we care 
for others in turn, we weaken and 
we die. That much, more or less, is 
given. Beyond that our communities 
are what we make them. And this 

process of constructing a 
shared life, of forging rules and 
telling stories and passing them 
on, of creating a home place, of 
defining what is good and bad, 
beautiful and ugly - this 
process is rich and enriching to 
the extent that it includes a 
variety of fully empowered 
participants. Silenced voices 
can add nothing and voices 
from the margin can add only 
little. Diversity, if it coexists 
with a commitment to tolerance 
and compassion, and if it does 
not delude us into believing we 
are inescapably different, does 
not destroy or imperil commu
nity: It enables community. 

Wha._t has gone wrong is our 
assumption that in essence we 
are all different, so that mere 
coexistence among diverse 
groups is the best "diversity" 
we can hope for, and that 
therefore each group should 
vigorously pursue its separate 
enterprise of self-fashioning. 
Under these assumptions we 
are forced to choose between 
community and diversity - a 
choice that is bad news for 
community because diversity 
should not and will not go 
away. But there are different 
assumptions. To achieve some
thing more satisfying than 
mere coexistence, to cultivate a 
richly cross-fertilizing and 
various community that truly 

honors our differences, we must 
begin with the simple affirmation 
that what we have in common is 
more important than what sets 
us apart. 

David Schuman is an Associate 
Professor of Law at the University of 
Oregon. His most recent article for 
Oregon Quarterly was "What's 
Wrong with Rights." 
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