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CHAPTER 6

Social Movements and the Politics of Difference

The idea that I think we need today in order to make deci-
sions in political matters cannot be the idea of a totality, or
of the unity, of a body. It can only be the idea of a multiplic-
ity or a diversity. . . . To state that one must draw a critique
of political judgment means today to do a politics of opinions
that at the same time is a politics of Ideas . . . in which jus-
tice is not placed under a rule of convergence but rather a
rule of divergence. I believe that this is the theme that one
finds constantly in present day writing under the name
“minority.”

—]Jean-Francois Lyotard

THERE WAS once a time of caste and class, when tradition decreed that
each group had its place, and that some are born to rule and others to
serve. In this time of darkness, law and social norms defined rights, privi-
leges, and obligations differently for different groups, distinguished by
characteristics of sex, race, religion, class, or occupation. Social inequality
was justified by church and state on the grounds that people have different
natures, and some natures are better than others.

Then one day Enlightenment dawned, heralding a revolutionary con-
ception of humanity and society. All people are equal, the revolutionaries
declared, inasmuch as all have a capacity for reason and moral sense. Law
and politics should therefore grant to everyone equal political and civil
rights. With these bold ideas the battle lines of modern political struggle
were drawn.

For over two hundred years since those voices of Reason first rang out,
the forces of light have struggled for liberty and political equality against
the dark forces of irrational prejudice, arbitrary metaphysics, and the
crumbling towers of patriarchal church, state, and family. In the New
World we had a head start in this fight, since the American War of Inde-
pendence was fought on these Enlightenment principles, and our Con-
stitution stood for liberty and equality. So we did not have to throw off the
yokes of class and religious privilege, as did our Old World comrades. Yet
the United States had its own oligarchic horrors in the form of slavery and
the exclusion of women from public life. In protracted and bitter struggles
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these bastions of privilege based on group difference began to give way,
finally to topple in the 1960s.

Today in our society a few vestiges of prejudice and discrimination re-
main, but we are working on them, and have nearly realized the dream
those Enlightenment fathers dared to propound. The state and law should
express rights only in universal terms applied equally to all, and differ-
ences among persons and groups should be a purely accidental and private
matter. We seek a society in which differences of race, sex, religion, and
ethnicity no longer make a difference to people’s rights and opportunities.
People should be treated as individuals, not as members of groups; their
life options and rewards should be based solely on their individual
achievement. All persons should have the liberty to be and do anything
they want, to choose their own lives and not be hampered by traditional
expectations and stereotypes.

We tell each other this story and make our children perform it for our
sacred holidays—Thanksgiving Day, the Fourth of July, Memorial Day,
Lincoln’s Birthday. We have constructed Martin Luther King Day to fit
the narrative so well that we have already forgotten that it took a fight to
get it included in the canon year. There is much truth to this story. En-
lightenment ideals of liberty and political equality did and do inspire
movements against oppression and domination, whose success has cre-
ated social values and institutions we would not want to lose. A people
could do worse than tell this story after big meals and occasionally call
upon one another to live up to it.

The very worthiness of the narrative, however, and the achievement of
political equality that it recounts, now inspires new heretics. In recent
years the ideal of liberation as the elimination of group difference has been
challenged by movements of the oppressed. The very success of political
movements against differential privilege and for political equality has gen-
erated movements of group specificity and cultural pride.

In this chapter I criticize an ideal of justice that defines liberation as the
transcendence of group difference, which I refer to as an ideal of assimila-
tion. This ideal usually promotes equal treatment as a primary principle of
justice. Recent social movements of oppressed groups challenge this
ideal. Many in these movements argue that a positive self-definition of
group difference is in fact more liberatory.

I endorse this politics of difference, and argue that at stake is the mean-
ing of social difference itself. Traditional politics that excludes or devalues
some persons on account of their group attributes assumes an essentialist
meaning of difference; it defines groups as having different natures. An
egalitarian politics of difference, on the other hand, defines difference
more fluidly and relationally as the product of social processes.

An emancipatory politics that affirms group difference involves a recon-
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158 - Chapter 6

ception of the meaning of equality. The assimilationist ideal assumes that
equal social status for all persons requires treating everyone according to
the same principles, rules, and standards. A politics of difference argues,
on the other hand, that equality as the participation and inclusion of all
groups sometimes requires different treatment for oppressed or disadvan-
taged groups. To promote social justice, I argue, social policy should
sometimes accord special treatment to groups. I explore pregnancy and
birthing rights for workers, bilingual-bicultural rights, and American In-
dian rights as three cases of such special treatment. Finally, I expand the
idea of a heterogeneous public here by arguing for a principle of represen-
tation for oppressed groups in democratic decisionmaking bodies.

COMPETING PARADIGMS OF LIBERATION

In “On Racism and Sexism,” Richard Wasserstrom (1980a) develops a
classic statement of the ideal of liberation from group-based oppression as
involving the elimination of group-based difference itself. A truly nonra-
cist, nonsexist society, he suggests, would be one in which the race or sex
of an individual would be the functional equivalent of eye color in our
society today. While physiological differences in skin color or genitals
would remain, they would have no significance for a person’s sense of
identity or how others regard him or her. No political rights or obligations
would be connected to race or sex, and no important institutional benefits
would be associated with either. People would see no reason to consider
race or gender in policy or everyday interactions. In such a society, social
group differences would have ceased to exist.

Wasserstrom contrasts this ideal of assimilation with an ideal of diver-
sity much like the one I will argue for, which he agrees is compelling. He
offers three primary reasons, however, for choosing the assimilationist
ideal of liberation over the ideal of diversity. First, the assimilationist
ideal exposes the arbitrariness of group-based social distinctions which are
thought natural and necessary. By imagining a society in which race and
sex have no social significance, one sees more clearly how pervasively
these group categories unnecessarily limit possibilities for some in exist-
ing society. Second, the assimilationist ideal presents a clear and un-
ambiguous standard of equality and justice. According to such a standard,
any group-related differentiation or discrimination is suspect. Whenever
laws or rules, the division of labor, or other social practices allocate bene-
fits differently according to group membership, this is a sign of injustice.
The principle of justice is simple: treat everyone according to the same
principles, rules, and standards. Third, the assimilationist ideal maxi-
mizes choice. In a society where differences make no social difference
people can develop themselves as individuals, unconstrained by group
norms and expectations.
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The Politics of Difference - 159

There is no question that the ideal of liberation as the elimination of
group difference has been enormously important in the history of emanci-
patory politics. The ideal of universal humanity that denies natural differ-
ences has been a crucial historical development in the struggle against
exclusion and status differentiation. It has made possible the assertion of
the equal moral worth of all persons, and thus the right of all to participate
and be included in all institutions and positions of power and privilege.
The assimilationist ideal retains significant rhetorical power in the face of
continued beliefs in the essentially different and inferior natures of
women, Blacks, and other groups.

The power of this assimilationist ideal has inspired the struggle of op-
pressed groups and the supporters against the exclusion and denigration
of these groups, and continues to inspire many. Periodically in American
history, however, movements of the oppressed have questioned and re-
jected this “path to belonging” (Karst, 1986). Instead they have seen self-
organization and the assertion of a positive group cultural identity as a
better strategy for achieving power and participation in dominant institu-
tions. Recent decades have witnessed a resurgence of this “politics of dif-
ference” not only among racial and ethnic groups, but also among women,
gay men and lesbians, old people, and the disabled.

Not long after the passage of the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights
Act, many white and Black supporters of the Black civil rights movement
were surprised, confused, and angered by the emergence of the Black
Power movement. Black Power advocates criticized the integrationist
goal and reliance on the support of white liberals that characterized the
civil rights movement. They encouraged Blacks to break their alliance
with whites and assert the specificity of their own culture, political organ-
ization, and goals. Instead of integration, they encouraged Blacks to seek
economic and political empowerment in their separate neighborhoods
(Carmichael and Hamilton, 1967; Bayes, 1982, chap. 3; Lader, 1979,
chap. 5; Omi and Winant, 1986, chap. 6). Since the late 1960s many
Blacks have claimed that the integration successes of the civil rights move-
ment have had the effect of dismantling the bases of Black-organized so-
cial and economic institutions at least as much as they have lessened
Black-white animosity and opened doors of opportunity (Cruse, 1987).
While some individual Blacks may be better off than they would have
been if these changes had not occurred, as a group, Blacks are no better
off and may be worse off, because the Blacks who have succeeded in as-
similating into the American middle class no longer associate as closely
with lower-class Blacks (cf. Wilson, 1978).

While much Black politics has questioned the ideal of assimilation in
economic and political terms, the past twenty years have also seen the
assertion and celebration by Blacks of a distinct Afro-American culture,
both as a recovery and revaluation of an Afro-American history and in the
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creation of new cultural forms. The slogan “Black is beautiful” pierced
American consciousness, deeply unsettling the received body aesthetic
which I argued in Chapter 5 continues to be a powerful reproducer of
racism. Afro-American hairstyles pronounced themselves differently styl-
ish, not less stylish. Linguistic theorists asserted that Black English is
English differently constructed, not bad English, and Black poets and
novelists exploited and explored its particular nuances.

In the late 1960s Red Power came fast on the heels of Black Power. The
American Indian Movement and other radical organizations of American
Indians rejected perhaps even more vehemently than Blacks the goal of
assimilation which has dominated white-Indian relations for most of the
twentieth century. They asserted a right to self-government on Indian
lands and fought to gain and maintain a dominant Indian voice in the Bu-
reau of Indian Affairs. American Indians have sought to recover and pre-
serve their language, rituals, and crafts, and this renewal of pride in tradi-
tional culture has also fostered a separatist political movement. The desire
to pursue land rights claims and to fight for control over resources on
reservations arises from what has become a fierce commitment to tribal
self-determination, the desire to develop and maintain Indian political
and economic bases in but not of white society (Deloria and Lytle, 1983;
Ortiz, 1984, pt. 3; Cornell, 1988, pt. 2).

These are but two examples of a widespread tendency in the politics of
the 1970s and 1980s for oppressed, disadvantaged, or specially marked
groups to organize autonomously and assert a positive sense of their cul-
tural and experiential specificity. Many Spanish-speaking Americans have
rejected the traditional assumption that full participation in American so-
ciety requires linguistic and cultural assimilation. In the last twenty years
many have developed a renewed interest and pride in their Puerto Rican,
Chicano, Mexican, or other Latin American heritage. They have asserted
the right to maintain their specific culture and speak their language and
still receive the benefits of citizenship, such as voting rights, decent edu-
cation, and job opportunities. Many Jewish Americans have similarly
rejected the ideal of assimilation, instead asserting the specificity and pos-
itive meaning of Jewish identity, often insisting publicly that Christian
culture cease to be taken as the norm.

Since the late 1960s the blossoming of gay cultural expression, gay or-
ganization, and the public presence of gays in marches and other forums
have radically altered the environment in which young people come to
sexual identity, and changed many people’s perceptions of homosexuality.
Early gay rights advocacy had a distinctly assimilationist and universalist
orientation. The goal was to remove the stigma of being homosexual, to
prevent institutional discrimination, and to achieve societal recognition
that gay people are “no different” from anyone else. The very process of
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political organization against discrimination and police harassment and for
the achievement of civil rights, however, fostered the development of gay
and lesbian communities and cultural expression, which by the mid 1970s
flowered in meeting places, organizations, literature, music, and massive
street celebrations (Altman, 1982; D’Emilio, 1983; Epstein, 1987).

Today most gay and lesbian liberation advocates seek not merely civil
rights, but the affirmation of gay men and lesbians as social groups with
specific experiences and perspectives. Refusing to accept the dominant
culture’s definition of healthy sexuality and respectable family life and
social practices, gay and lesbian liberation movements have proudly cre-
ated and displayed a distinctive self-definition and culture. For gay men
and lesbians the analogue to racial integration is the typical liberal ap-
proach to sexuality, which tolerates any behavior as long as it is kept pri-
vate. Gay pride asserts that sexual identity is a matter of culture and poli-
tics, and not merely “behavior” to be tolerated or forbidden.

The women’s movement has also generated its own versions of a politics
of difference. Humanist feminism, which predominated in the nineteenth
century and in the contemporary women’s movement until the late 1970s,
finds in any assertion of difference between women and men only a legacy
of female oppression and an ideology to legitimate continued exclusion of
women from socially valued human activity. Humanist feminism is thus
analogous to an ideal of assimilation in identifying sexual equality with
gender blindness, with measuring women and men according to the same
standards and treating them in the same way. Indeed, for many feminists,
androgyny names the ideal of sexual liberation—a society in which gender
difference itself would be eliminated. Given the strength and plausibility
of this vision of sexual equality, it was confusing when feminists too began
taking the turn to difference, asserting the positivity and specificity of
female experience and values (see Young, 1985; Miles, 1985).

Feminist separatism was the earliest expression of such gynocentric
feminism. Feminist separatism rejected wholly or partly the goal of enter-
ing the male-dominated world, because it requires playing according to
rules that men have made and that have been used against women, and
because trying to measure up to male-defined standards inevitably in-
volves accommodating or pleasing the men who continue to dominate so-
cially valued institutions and activities. Separatism promoted the empow-
erment of women through self-organization, the creation of separate and
safe spaces where women could share and analyze their experiences,
voice their anger, play with and create bonds with one another, and de-
velop new and better institutions and practices.

Most elements of the contemporary women’s movement have been
separatist to some degree. Separatists seeking to live as much of their lives
as possible in women-only institutions were largely responsible for the
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creation of the women’s culture that burst forth all over the United States
by the mid 1970s, and continues to claim the loyalty of millions of
women—in the form of music, poetry, spirituality, literature, celebra-
tions, festivals, and dances (see Jaggar, 1983, pp. 275-86). Whether draw-
ing on images of Amazonian grandeur, recovering and revaluing tradi-
tional women’s arts, like quilting and weaving, or inventing new rituals
based on medieval witchcraft, the development of such expressions of
women’s culture gave many feminists images of a female-centered beauty
and strength entirely outside capitalist patriarchal definitions of feminine
pulchritude. The separatist impulse also fostered the development of the
many autonomous women’s institutions and services that have concretely
improved the lives of many women, whether feminists or not—such as
health clinics, battered women’s shelters, rape crisis centers, and
women’s coffeehouses and bookstores.

Beginning in the late 1970s much feminist theory and political analysis
also took a turn away from humanist feminism, to question the assumption
that traditional female activity expresses primarily the victimization of
women and the distortion of their human potential and that the goal of
women'’s liberation is the participation of women as equals in public insti-
tutions now dominated by men. Instead of understanding the activities
and values associated with traditional femininity as largely distortions and
inhibitions of women’s truly human potentialities, this gynocentric analy-
sis sought to revalue the caring, nurturing, and cooperative approach to
social relations they found associated with feminine socialization, and
sought in women’s specific experiences the bases for an attitude toward
the body and nature healthier than that predominant in male-dominated
Western capitalist cuture.

None of the social movements asserting positive group specificity is in
fact a unity. All have group differences within them. The Black move-
ment, for example, includes middle-class Blacks and working-class
Blacks, gays and straight people, men and women, and so it is with any
other group. The implications of group differences within a social group
have been most systematically discussed in the women’s movement.
Feminist conferences and publications have generated particularly fruit-
ful, though often emotionally wrenching, discussions of the oppression of
racial and ethnic blindness and the importance of attending to group dif-
ferences among women (Bulkin, Pratt, and Smith, 1984). From such dis-
cussions emerged principled efforts to provide autonomously organized
forums for Black women, Latinas, Jewish women, lesbians, differently
abled women, old women, and any other women who see reason for claim-
ing that they have as a group a distinctive voice that might be silenced in
a general feminist discourse. Those discussions, along with the practices
feminists instituted to structure discussion and interaction among differ-
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ently identifying groups of women, offer some beginning models for the
development of a heterogeneous public. Each of the other social move-
ments has also generated discussion of group differences that cut across
their identities, leading to other possibilities of coalition and alliance.

EMANCIPATION THROUGH THE POLITICS OF DIFFERENCE

Implicit in emancipatory movements asserting a positive sense of group
difference is a different ideal of liberation, which might be called demo-
cratic cultural pluralism (cf. Laclau and Mouffe, 1985, pp. 166-71; Cun-
ningham, 1987, pp. 186-99; Nickel, 1987). In this vision the good society
does not eliminate or transcend group difference. Rather, there is equal-
ity among socially and culturally differentiated groups, who mutually re-
spect one another and affirm one another in their differences. What are
the reasons for rejecting the assimilationist ideal and promoting a politics
of difference?

As I discussed in Chapter 2, some deny the reality of social groups. For
them, group difference is an invidious fiction produced and perpetuated
in order to preserve the privilege of the few. Others, such as Wasser-
strom, may agree that social groups do now exist and have real social con-
sequences for the way people identify themselves and one another, but
assert that such social group differences are undesirable. The assimilation-
ist ideal involves denying either the reality or the desirability of social
groups.

Those promoting 2 politics of difference doubt that a society without
group differences is either possible or desirable. Contrary to the assump-
tion of modernization theory, increased urbanization and the extension of
equal formal rights to all groups has not led to a decline in particularist
affiliations. If anything, the urban concentration and interactions among
groups that modernizing social processes introduce tend to reinforce
group solidarity and differentiation (Rothschild, 1981; Ross, 1980; Fis-
cher, 1982). Attachment to specific traditions, practices, language, and
other culturally specific forms is a crucial aspect of social existence. People
do not usually give up their social group identifications, even when they
are oppressed.

Whether eliminating social group difference is possible or desirable in
the long run, however, is an academic issue. Today and for the foreseeable
future societies are certainly structured by groups, and some are privi-
leged while others are oppressed. New social movements of group speci-
ficity do not deny the official story’s claim that the ideal of liberation as
eliminating difference and treating everyone the same has brought signifi-
cant improvement in the status of excluded groups. Its main quarrel is
with the story’s conclusion, namely, that since we have achieved formal
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equality, only vestiges and holdovers of differential privilege remain,
which will die out with the continued persistent assertion of an ideal of
social relations that make differences irrelevant to a person’s life pros-
pects. The achievement of formal equality does not eliminate social differ-
ences, and rhetorical commitment to the sameness of persons makes it
impossible even to name how those differences presently structure privi-
lege and oppression.

Though in many respects the law is now blind to group differences,
some groups continue to be marked as deviant, as the Other. In everyday
interactions, images, and decisions, assumptions about women, Blacks,
Hispanics, gay men and lesbians, old people, and other marked groups
continue to justify exclusion, avoidance, paternalism, and authoritarian
treatment. Continued racist, sexist, homophobic, ageist, and ableist insti-
tutions and behavior create particular circumstances for these groups,
usually disadvantaging them in their opportunity to develop their capaci-
ties. Finally, in part because they have been segregated from one an-
other, and in part because they have particular histories and traditions,
there are cultural differences among social groups—differences in lan-
guage, style of living, body comportment and gestures, values, and per-
spectives on society.

Today in American society, as in many other societies, there is wide-
spread agreement that no person should be excluded from political and
economic activities because of ascribed characteristics. Group differences
nevertheless continue to exist, and certain groups continue to be privi-
leged. Under these circumstances, insisting that equality and liberation
entail ignoring difference has oppressive consequences in three respects.

First, blindness to difference disadvantages groups whose experience,
culture, and socialized capacities differ from those of privileged groups.
The strategy of assimilation aims to bring formerly excluded groups into
the mainstream. So assimilation always implies coming into the game after
it is already begun, after the rules and standards have already been set,
and having to prove oneself according to those rules and standards. In the
assimilationist strategy, the privileged groups implicitly define the stan-
dards according to which all will be measured. Because their privilege
involves not recognizing these standards as culturally and experientially
specific, the ideal of a common humanity in which all can participate with-
out regard to race, gender, religion, or sexuality poses as neutral and uni-
versal. The real differences between oppressed groups and the dominant
norm, however, tend to put them at a disadvantage in measuring up to
these standards, and for that reason assimilationist policies perpetuate
their disadvantage. Later in this chapter and in Chapter 7 I shall give
examples of facially neutral standards that operate to disadvantage or ex-
clude those already disadvantaged.
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Second, the ideal of a universal humanity without social group differ-
ences allows privileged groups to ignore their own group specificity.
Blindness to difference perpetuates cultural imperialism by allowing
norms expressing the point of view and experience of privileged groups to
appear neutral and universal. The assimilationist ideal presumes that
there is a humanity in general, an unsituated group-neutral human capac-
ity for self-making that left to itself would make individuality flower, thus
guaranteeing that each individual will be different. As I argued in Chapter
4, because there is no such unsituated group-neutral point of view, the
situation and experience of dominant groups tend to define the norms of
such a humanity in general. Against such a supposedly neutral humanist
ideal, only the oppressed groups come to be marked with particularity;
they, and not the privileged groups, are marked, objectified as the Oth-
ers.

Thus, third, this denigration of groups that deviate from an allegedly
neutral standard often produces an internalized devaluation by members
of those groups themselves. When there is an ideal of general human
standards according to which everyone should be evaluated equally, then
Puerto Ricans or Chinese Americans are ashamed of their accents or
their parents, Black children despise the female-dominated kith and kin
networks of their neighborhoods, and feminists seek to root out their ten-
dency to cry, or to feel compassion for a frustrated stranger. The aspira-
tion to assimilate helps produce the self-loathing and double conscious-
ness characteristic of oppression. The goal of assimilation holds up to
people a demand that they “fit,” be like the mainstream, in behavior,
values, and goals. At the same time, as long as group differences exist,
group members will be marked as different—as Black, Jewish, gay—and
thus as unable simply to fit. When participation is taken to imply assimila-
tion the oppressed person is caught in an irresolvable dilemma: to partici-
pate means to accept and adopt an identity one is not, and to try to partici-
pate means to be reminded by oneself and others of the identity one is.

A more subtle analysis of the assimilationist ideal might distinguish be-
tween a conformist and a transformational ideal of assimilation. In the
conformist ideal, status quo institutions and norms are assumed as given,
and disadvantaged groups who differ from those norms are expected to
conform to them. A transformational ideal of assimilation, on the other
hand, recognizes that institutions as given express the interests and per-
spective of the dominant groups. Achieving assimilation therefore re-
quires altering many institutions and practices in accordance with neutral
rules that truly do not disadvantage or stigmatize any person, so that
group membership really is irrelevant to how persons are treated. Was-
serstrom’s ideal fits a transformational assimilation, as does the group-
neutral ideal advocated by some feminists (Taub and Williams, 1987). Un-
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like the conformist assimilationist, the transformational assimilationist
may allow that group-specific policies, such as affirmative action, are nec-
essary and appropriate means for transforming institutions to fit the assim-
ilationist ideal. Whether conformist or transformational, however, the as-
similationist ideal still denies that group difference can be positive and
desirable; thus any form of the ideal of assimilation constructs group dif-
ference as a liability or disadvantage.

Under these circumstances, a politics that asserts the positivity of group
difference is liberating and empowering. In the act of reclaiming the iden-
tity the dominant culture has taught them to despise (Cliff, 1980), and
affirming it as an identity to celebrate, the oppressed remove double con-
sciousness. I am just what they say I am—a Jewboy, a colored girl, a fag,
a dyke, or a hag—and proud of it. No longer does one have the impossible
project of trying to become something one is not under circumstances
where the very trying reminds one of who one is. This politics asserts that
oppressed groups have distinct cultures, experiences, and perspectives
on social life with humanly positive meaning, some of which may even be
superior to the culture and perspectives of mainstream society. The rejec-
tion and devaluation of one’s culture and perspective should not be a con-
dition of full participation in social life.

Asserting the value and specificity of the culture and attributes of op-
pressed groups, moreover, results in a relativizing of the dominant cul-
ture. When feminists assert the validity of feminine sensitivity and the
positive value of nurturing behavior, when gays describe the prejudice of
heterosexuals as homophobic and their own sexuality as positive and self-
developing, when Blacks affirm a distinct Afro-American tradition, then
the dominant culture is forced to discover itself for the first time as spe-
cific: as Anglo, European, Christian, masculine, straight. In a political
struggle where oppressed groups insist on the positive value of their spe-
cific culture and experience, it becomes increasingly difficult for dominant
groups to parade their norms as neutral and universal, and to construct
the values and behavior of the oppressed as deviant, perverted, or infe-
rior. By puncturing the universalist claim to unity that expels some groups
and turns them into the Other, the assertion of positive group specificity
introduces the possibility of understanding the relation between groups as
merely difference, instead of exclusion, opposition, or dominance.

The politics of difference also promotes a notion of group solidarity
against the individualism of liberal humanism. Liberal humanism treats
each person as an individual, ignoring differences of race, sex, religion,
and ethnicity. Each person should be evaluated only according to her or
his individual efforts and achievements. With the institutionalization of
formal equlity some members of formerly excluded groups have indeed
succeeded, by mainstream standards. Structural patterns of group privi-
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lege and oppression nevertheless remain. When political leaders of op-
pressed groups reject assimilation they are often affirming group solidar-
ity. Where the dominant culture refuses to see anything but the achieve-
ment of autonomous individuals, the oppressed assert that we shall not
separate from the people with whom we identify in order to “make it” in
a white Anglo male world. The politics of difference insists on liberation of
the whole group of Blacks, women, American Indians, and that this can be
accomplished only through basic institutional changes. These changes
must include group representation in policymaking and an elimination of
the hierarchy of rewards that forces everyone to compete for scarce posi-
tions at the top.

Thus the assertion of a positive sense of group difference provides a
standpoint from which to criticize prevailing institutions and norms. Black
Americans find in their traditional communities, which refer to their
members as “brother” and “sister,” a sense of solidarity absent from the
calculating individualism of white professional capitalist society. Femi-
nists find in the traditional female values of nurturing a challenge to a
militarist world-view, and lesbians find in their relationships a confronta-
tion with the assumption of complementary gender roles in sexual rela-
tionships. From their experience of a culture tied to the land American
Indians formulate a critique of the instrumental rationality of European
culture that results in pollution and ecological destruction. Having re-
vealed the specificity of the dominant norms which claim universality and
neutrality, social movements of the oppressed are in a position to inquire
how the dominant institutions must be changed so that they will no longer
reproduce the patterns of privilege and oppression.

From the assertion of positive difference the self-organization of op-
pressed groups follows. Both liberal humanist and leftist political organi-
zations and movements have found it difficult to accept this principle of
group autonomy. In a humanist emancipatory politics, if a group is subject
to injustice, then all those interested in a just society should unite to com-
bat the powers that perpetuate that injustice. If many groups are subject
to injustice, moreover, then they should unite to work for a just society.
The politics of difference is certainly not against coalition, nor does it hold
that, for example, whites should not work against racial injustice or men
against sexist injustice. This politics of group assertion, however, takes as
a basic principle that members of oppressed groups need separate organi-
zations that exclude others, especially those from more privileged groups.
Separate organization is probably necessary in order for these groups to
discover and reinforce the positivity of their specific experience, to col-
lapse and eliminate double consciousness. In discussions within autono-
mous organizations, group members can determine their specific needs
and interests. Separation and self-organization risk creating pressures to-
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ward homogenization of the groups themselves, creating new privileges
and exclusions, a problem I shall discuss in Chapter 8. But contemporary
emancipatory social movements have found group autonomy an important
vehicle for empowerment and the development of a group-specific voice
and perspective.

Integration into the full life of the society should not have to imply
assimilation to dominant norms and abandonment of group affiliation and
culture (Edley, 1986; cf. McGary, 1983). If the only alternative to the
oppressive exclusion of some groups defined as Other by dominant ideolo-
gies is the assertion that they are the same as everybody else, then they
will continue to be excluded because they are not the same.

Some might object to the way I have drawn the distinction between an
assimilationist ideal of liberation and a radical democratic pluralism. They
might claim that I have not painted the ideal of a society that transcends
group differences fairly, representing it as homogeneous and conformist.
The free society envisaged by liberalism, they might say, is certainly plu-
ralistic. In it persons can affiliate with whomever they choose; liberty en-
courages a proliferation of life styles, activities, and associations. While I
have no quarrel with social diversity in this sense, this vision of liberal
pluralism does not touch on the primary issues that give rise to the politics
of difference. The vision of liberation as the transcendence of group differ-
ence seeks to abolish the public and political significance of group differ-
ence, while retaining and promoting both individual and group diversity
in private, or nonpolitical, social contexts. In Chapter 4 I argued that this
way of distinguishing public and private spheres, where the public repre-
sents universal citizenship and the private individual differences, tends to
result in group exclusion from the public. Radical democratic pluralism
acknowledges and affirms the public and political significance of social
group differences as a means of ensuring the participation and inclusion of
everyone in social and political institutions.

RECLAIMING THE MEANING OF DIFFERENCE

Many people inside and outside the movements I have discussed find the
rejection of the liberal humanist ideal and the assertion of a positive sense
of group difference both confusing and controversial. They fear that any
admission by oppressed groups that they are different from the dominant
groups risks justifying anew the subordination, special marking, and ex-
clusion of those groups. Since calls for a return of women to the kitchen,
Blacks to servant roles and separate schools, and disabled people to nurs-
ing homes are not absent from contemporary politics, the danger is real.
It may be true that the assimilationist ideal that treats everyone the same
and applies the same standards to all perpetuates disadvantage because
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real group differences remain that make it unfair to compare the unequals.
But this is far preferable to a reestablishment of separate and unequal
spheres for different groups justified on the basis of group difference.

Since those asserting group specificity certainly wish to affirm the lib-
eral humanist principle that all persons are of equal moral worth, they
appear to be faced with a dilemma. Analyzing W.E.B. Du Bois’s argu-
ments for cultural pluralism, Bernard Boxill poses the dilemma this way:
“On the one hand, we must overcome segregation because it denies the
idea of human brotherhood; on the other hand, to overcome segregation
we must self-segregate and therefore also deny the idea of human brother-
hood” (Boxill, 1984, p. 174). Martha Minow finds a dilemma of difference
facing any who seek to promote justice for currently oppressed or disad-
vantaged groups. Formally neutral rules and policies that ignore group
differences often perpetuate the disadvantage of those whose difference is
defined as deviant; but focusing on difference risks recreating the stigma
that difference has carried in the past (Minow, 1987, pp. 12-13; cf.
Minow, 1985; 1990).

These dilemmas are genuine, and exhibit the risks of collective life,
where the consequences of one’s claims, actions, and policies may not
turn out as one intended because others have understood them differently
or turned them to different ends. Since ignoring group differences in pub-
lic policy does not mean that people ignore them in everyday life and
interaction, however, oppression continues even when law and policy de-
clare that all are equal. Thus I think for many groups and in many circum-
stances it is more empowering to affirm and acknowledge in political life
the group differences that already exist in social life. One is more likely to
avoid the dilemma of difference in doing this if the meaning of difference
itself becomes a terrain of political struggle. Social movements asserting
the positivity of group difference have established this terrain, offering
an emancipatory meaning of difference to replace the old exclusionary
meaning.

The oppressive meaning of group difference defines it as absolute oth-
erness, mutual exclusion, categorical opposition. This essentialist mean-
ing of difference submits to the logic of identity. One group occupies the
position of a norm, against which all others are measured. The attempt to
reduce all persons to the unity of a common measure constructs as deviant
those whose attributes differ from the group-specific attributes implicitly
presumed in the norm. The drive to unify the particularity and multiplic-
ity of practices, cultural symbols, and ways of relating in clear and distinct
categories turns difference into exclusion.

Thus I explored in the previous two chapters how the appropriation of
a universal subject position by socially privileged groups forces those they
define as different outside the definition of full humanity and citizenship.
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The attempt to measure all against some universal standard generates a
logic of difference as hierarchical dichotomy—masculine/feminine, civi-
lized/savage, and so on. The second term is defined negatively as a lack of
the truly human qualities; at the same time it is defined as the comple-
ment to the valued term, the object correlating with its subject, that
which brings it to completion, wholeness, and identity. By loving and
affirming him, a woman serves as a mirror to a man, holding up his virtues
for him to see (Irigaray, 1985). By carrying the white man’s burden to
tame and educate the savage peoples, the civilized will realize universal
humanity. The exotic orientals are there to know and master, to be the
completion of reason’s progress in history, which seeks the unity of the
world (Said, 1978). In every case the valued term achieves its value by its
determinately negative relation to the Other.

In the objectifying ideologies of racism, sexism, anti-Semitism, and
homophobia, only the oppressed and excluded groups are defined as dif-
ferent. Whereas the privileged groups are neutral and exhibit free and
malleable subjectivity, the excluded groups are marked with an essence,
imprisoned in a given set of possibilities. By virtue of the characteristics
the group is alleged to have by nature, the ideologies allege that group
members have specific dispositions that suit them for some activities and
not others. Difference in these ideologies always means exclusionary op-
position to a norm. There are rational men, and then there are women;
there are civilized men, and then there are wild and savage peoples. The
marking of difference always implies a good/bad opposition; it is always a
devaluation, the naming of an inferiority in relation to a superior standard
of humanity.

Difference here always means absolute otherness; the group marked as
different has no common nature with the normal or neutral ones. The
categorical opposition of groups essentializes them, repressing the differ-
ences within groups. In this way the definition of difference as exclusion
and opposition actually denies difference. This essentializing categoriza-
tion also denies difference in that its universalizing norms preclude recog-
nizing and affirming a group’s specificity in its own terms.

Essentializing difference expresses a fear of specificity, and a fear of
making permeable the categorical border between oneself and the others.
This fear, I argued in the previous chapter, is not merely intellectual, and
does not derive only from the instrumental desire to defend privilege,
though that may be a large element. It wells from the depths of the West-
ern subject’s sense of identity, especially, but not only, in the subjectivity
of privileged groups. The fear may increase, moreover, as a clear essen-
tialism of difference wanes, as belief in a specifically female, Black, or
homosexual nature becomes less tenable.
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The politics of difference confronts this fear, and aims for an under-
standing of group difference as indeed ambiguous, relational, shifting,
without clear borders that keep people straight—as entailing neither
amorphous unity nor pure individuality. By asserting a positive meaning
for their own identity, oppressed groups seek to seize the power of nam-
ing difference itself, and explode the implicit definition of difference as
deviance in relation to a norm, which freezes some groups into a self-
enclosed nature. Difference now comes to mean not otherness, exclusive
opposition, but specificity, variation, heterogeneity. Difference names re-
lations of similarity and dissimilarity that can be reduced to neither coex-
tensive identity nor nonoverlapping otherness.

The alternative to an essentializing, stigmatizing meaning of difference
as opposition is an understanding of difference as specificity, variation. In
this logic, as Martha Minow (1985; 1987; 1990) suggests, group differences
should be conceived as relational rather than defined by substantive cate-
gories and attributes. A relational understanding of difference relativizes
the previously universal position of privileged groups, which allows only
the oppressed to be marked as different. When group difference appears
as a function of comparison between groups, whites are just as specific as
Blacks or Latinos, men just as specific as women, able-bodied people just
as specific as disabled people. Difference thus emerges not as a descrip-
tion of the attributes of a group, but as a function of the relations between
groups and the interaction of groups with institutions (cf. Littleton, 1987).

In this relational understanding, the meaning of difference also be-
comes contextualized (cf. Scott, 1988). Group differences will be more or
less salient depending on the groups compared, the purposes of the com-
parison, and the point of view of the comparers. Such contextualized un-
derstandings of difference undermine essentialist assumptions. For exam-
ple, in the context of athletics, health care, social service support, and so
on, wheelchair-bound people are different from others, but they are not
different in many other respects. Traditional treatment of the disabled
entailed exclusion and segregation because the differences between the
disabled and the able-bodied were conceptualized as extending to all or
most capacities.

In general, then, a relational understanding of group difference rejects
exclusion. Difference no longer implies that groups lie outside one an-
other. To say that there are differences among groups does not imply that
there are not overlapping experiences, or that two groups have nothing in
common. The assumption that real differences in affinity, culture, or priv-
ilege imply oppositional categorization must be challenged. Different
groups are always similar in some respects, and always potentially share
some attributes, experiences, and goals.
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Such a relational understanding of difference entails revising the mean-
ing of group identity as well. In asserting the positive difference of their
experience, culture, and social perspective, social movements of groups
that have experienced cultural imperialism deny that they have a common
identity, a set of fixed attributes that clearly mark who belongs and who
doesn’t. Rather, what makes a group a group is a social process of interac-
tion and differentiation in which some people come to have a particular
affinity (Haraway, 1985) for others. My “affinity group” in a given social
situation comprises those people with whom I feel the most comfortable,
who are more familiar. Affinity names the manner of sharing assumptions,
affective bonding, and networking that recognizably differentiates groups
from one another, but not according to some common nature. The sali-
ence of a particular person’s group affinities may shift according to the
social situation or according to changes in her or his life. Membership in
a social group is a function not of satisfying some objective criteria, but of
a subjective affirmation of affinity with that group, the affirmation of that
affinity by other members of the group, and the attribution of member-
ship in that group by persons identifying with other groups. Group iden-
tity is constructed from a flowing process in which individuals identify
themselves and others in terms of groups, and thus group identity itself
flows and shifts with changes in social process.

Groups experiencing cultural imperialism have found themselves ob-
jectified and marked with a devalued essence from the outside, by a dom-
inant culture they are excluded from making. The assertion of a positive
sense of group difference by these groups is emancipatory because it re-
claims the definition of the group by the group, as a creation and construc-
tion, rather than a given essence. To be sure, it is difficult to articulate
positive elements of group affinity without essentializing them, and these
movements do not always succeed in doing so (cf. Sartre, 1948, p. 85;
Epstein, 1987). But they are developing a language to describe their simi-
lar social situation and relations to one another, and their similar percep-
tions and perspectives on social life. These movements engage in the pro-
ject of cultural revolution I recommended in the last chapter, insofar as
they take culture as in part a matter of collective choice. While their ideas
of women’s culture, Afro-American culture, and American Indian culture
rely on past cultural expressions, to a significant degree these movements
have self-consciously constructed the culture that they claim defines the
distinctiveness of their groups.

Contextualizing both the meaning of difference and identity thus allows
the acknowledgment of difference within affinity groups. In our complex,
plural society, every social group has group differences cutting across it,
which are potential sources of wisdom, excitement, conflict, and oppres-
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sion. Gay men, for example, may be Black, rich, homeless, or old, and
these differences produce different identifications and potential conflicts
among gay men, as well as affinities with some straight men.

RESPECTING DIFFERENCE IN PoLicy

A goal of social justice, I will assume, is social equality. Equality refers not
primarily to the distribution of social goods, though distributions are cer-
tainly entailed by social equality. It refers primarily to the full participa-
tion and inclusion of everyone in a society’s major institutions, and the
socially supported substantive opportunity for all to develop and exercise
their capacities and realize their choices. American society has enacted
formal legal equality for members of all groups, with the important and
shameful exception of gay men and lesbians. But for many groups social
equality is barely on the horizon. Those seeking social equality disagree
about whether group-neutral or group-conscious policies best suit that
goal, and their disagreement often turns on whether they hold an assimila-
tionist or culturally pluralist ideal. In this section I argue for the justice of
group-conscious social policies, and discuss three contexts in which such
policies are at issue in the United States today: women’s equality in the
workplace, language rights of non-English speakers, and American Indian
rights. Another category of group-conscious policies, namely, affirmative
action, I will discuss in Chapter 7.

The issue of formally equal versus group-conscious policies arises pri-
marily in the context of workplace relations and access to political power.
I have already discussed one of the primary reasons for preferring group-
conscious to neutral policies: policies that are universally formulated and
thus blind to differences of race, culture, gender, age, or disability often
perpetuate rather than undermine oppression. Universally formulated
standards or norms, for example, according to which all competitors for
social positions are evaluated, often presume as the norm capacities, val-
ues, and cognitive and behavioral styles typical of dominant groups, thus
disadvantaging others. Racist, sexist, homophobic, ageist, and ableist
aversions and stereotypes, moreover, continue to devalue or render invis-
ible some people, often disadvantaging them in economic and political
interactions. Policies that take notice of the specific situation of oppressed
groups can offset these disadvantages.

It might be objected that when facially neutral standards or policies
disadvantage a group, the standards or policies should simply be restruc-
tured so as to be genuinely neutral, rather than replaced by group-con-
scious policies. For some situations this may be appropriate, but in many
the group-related differences allow no neutral formulation. Language pol-
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icy might be cited as paradigmatic here, but as I will discuss shortly, some
gender issues may be as well.

More important, however, some of the disadvantages that oppressed
groups suffer can be remedied in policy only by an affirmative acknowl-
edgment of the group’s specificity. The oppressions of cultural imperial-
ism that stereotype a group and simultaneously render its own experience
invisible can be remedied only by explicit attention to and expression of
that group’s specificity. For example, removing oppressive stereotypes of
Blacks, Latinos, Indians, Arabs, and Asians and portraying them in the
same roles as whites will not eliminate racism from television program-
ming. Positive and interesting portrayals of people of color in situations
and ways of life that derive from their own self-perceptions are also neces-
sary, as well as a great deal more positive presence of all these groups than
currently exists.

These considerations produce a second reason for the justice of group-
conscious policies, in addition to their function in counteracting oppres-
sion and disadvantage. Group-conscious policies are sometimes necessary
in order to affirm the solidarity of groups, to allow them to affirm their
group affinities without suffering disadvantage in the wider society.

Some group-conscious policies are consistent with an assimilationist
ideal in which group difference has no social significance, as long as such
policies are understood as means to that end, and thus as temporary diver-
gences from group-neutral norms. Many people look upon affirmative ac-
tion policies in this way, and as I shall discuss shortly, people typically
understand bilingual education in this way. A culturally pluralist demo-
cratic ideal, however, supports group-conscious policies not only as means
to the end of equality, but also as intrinsic to the ideal of social equality
itself. Groups cannot be socially equal unless their specific experience,
culture, and social contributions are publicly affirmed and recognized.

The dilemma of difference exposes the risks involved both in attending
to and in ignoring differences. The danger in affirming difference is that
the implementation of group-conscious policies will reinstate stigma and
exclusion. In the past, group-conscious policies were used to separate
those defined as different and exclude them from access to the rights and
privileges enjoyed by dominant groups. A crucial principle of democratic
cultural pluralism, then, is that group-specific rights and policies should
stand together with general civic and political rights of participation and
inclusion. Group-conscious policies cannot be used to justify exclusion of
or discrimination against members of a group in the exercise of general
political and civil rights. A democratic cultural pluralism thus requires a
dual system of rights: a general system of rights which are the same for all,
and a more specific system of group-conscious policies and rights (cf. Wol-
gast, 1980, chap. 2) In the words of Kenneth Karst:
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When the promise of equal citizenship is fulfilled, the paths to belonging are
opened in two directions for members of cultural minorities. As full members of
the larger society, they have the option to participate to whatever degree they
choose. They also may look inward, seeking solidarity within their cultural
group, without being penalized for that choice. (Karst, 1986, p. 337)

If “cultural minority” is interpreted to mean any group subject to cultural
imperialism, then this statement applies to women, old people, disabled
people, gay men and lesbians, and working-class people as much as it
applies to ethnic or national groups. I will now briefly consider three cases
in which group-specific policies are necessary to support social equality:
women, Latinos, and American Indians.

(1) Are women’s interests best promoted through gender-neutral or
group-conscious rules and policies? This question has been fiercely de-
bated by feminists in recent years. The resulting literature raises crucial
questions about dominant models of law and policy that take equality to
mean sameness, and offers some subtle analyses of the meaning of equal-
ity that do not assume identity (see Vogel, 1990). Most of this discussion
has focused on the question of pregnancy and childbirth rights in the
workplace.

Advocates of an equal treatment approach to pregnancy argue that
women'’s interests are best served by vigorously pressing for the inclusion
of pregnancy leaves and benefits within gender-neutral leave and benefit
policies relevant to any physical condition that renders men or women
unable to work. The history of protective legislation shows that women
cannot trust employers and courts not to use special classification as an
excuse for excluding and disadvantaging women, and we are best pro-
tected from such exclusion by neutral policies (Williams, 1983). Even
such proponents of equal treatment, however, agree that gender-neutral
policies that take male lives as the norm will disadvantage women. The
answer, according to Nadine Taub and Wendy Williams, is a model of
equality in the workplace that recognizes and accommodates the specific
needs of all workers; such a model requires significant restructuring of
most workplace policy (Taub and Williams, 1986).

In my view an equal treatment approach to pregnancy and childbirth is
inadequate because it either implies that women do not have any right to
leave and job security when having babies, or assimilates such guarantees
under the supposedly gender-neutral category of “disability.” Such assim-
ilation is unacceptable because pregnancy and childbirth are usually nor-
mal conditions of normal women, because pregnancy and childbirth them-
selves count as socially necessary work, and because they have unique and
variable characteristics and needs (Scales, 1981; Littleton, 1987). Assimi-
lating pregnancy and childbirth to disability tends to stigmatize these
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processes as “unhealthy.” It suggests, moreover, that the primary or only
reason that a woman has a right to leave and job security is that she is
physically unable to work at her job, or that doing so would be more diffi-
cult than when she is not pregnant and recovering from childbirth. While
these are important considerations, another reason is that she ought to
have the time to establish breast-feeding and develop a relationship and
routine with her child, if she chooses. At issue is more than eliminating
the disadvantage women suffer because of male models of uninterrupted
work. It is also a question of establishing and confirming positive public
recognition of the social contribution of childbearing. Such recognition
can and should be given without either reducing women to childbearers
or suggesting that all women ought to bear children and are lacking if they
do not.

Feminists who depart from a gender-neutral model of women’s rights
generally restrict this departure to the biological situation of childbirth.
Most demand that parental leave from a job, for example, should be gen-
der-neutral, in order not to perpetuate the connection of women with the
care of children, and in order not to penalize those men who choose more
than average childrearing responsibilities. I myself agree with gender-
neutral policy on this issue.

Restricting the issue of group-conscious policies for women to child-
birth, however, avoids some of the hardest questions involved in promot-
ing women’s equality in the workplace. Women suffer workplace disad-
vantage not only or even primarily because of their birthing capacity, but
because their gender socialization and identity orients the desires, tem-
peraments, and capacities of many women toward certain activities and
away from others, because many men regard women in inappropriately
sexual terms, and because women’s clothes, comportment, voices, and so
on sometimes disrupt the disembodied ideal of masculinist bureaucracy.
Differences between women and men are not only biological, but also
socially gendered. Such gender differences are multiple, variable, and do
not reduce men and women to segregating essences. Perhaps such differ-
ences should not exist, but without doubt they do now. Ignoring these
differences sometimes disadvantages women in public settings where
masculine norms and styles predominate.

In a model she calls “equality as acceptance,” Christine Littleton argues
for a gender-conscious approach to policy directed at rendering femin-
inely gendered cultural attributes costless for women. This model begins
with the assumption of structured social gender differences—for example,
gender-dominated occupational categories, woman-dominated childrear-
ing and other family member caretaking, and gender differences in the
sports people wish to pursue. None of these are essences; it is not as
though all men or all women follow the gendered patterns, but the pat-
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terns are identifiable and apply broadly to many people’s lives. Littleton’s
model of equality as acceptance supports policies which not only will not
disadvantage women who engage in traditionally feminine activity or be-
havior, but which value the feminine as much as the masculine:

The focus of equality as acceptance, therefore, is not on the question of whether
women are different, but rather on the question of how the social fact of gender
asymmetry can be dealt with so as to create some symmetry in the lived-out
experience of all members of the community. I do not think it matters so much
whether differences are “natural” or not; they are built into our structures and
selves in either event. As social facts, differences are created by the interaction
of person with person or person with institution; they inhere in the relationship,
not in the person. On this view, the function of equality is to make gender
differences, perceived or actual, costless relative to each other, so that anyone
may follow a male, female, or androgynous lifestyle according to their natural
inclination or choice without being punished for following a female lifestyle or
rewarded for following a male one. (Littleton, 1987, p. 1297)

The acceptance model of equality, then, publicly acknowledges cultur-
ally based gender differences, and takes steps to ensure that these differ-
ences do not disadvantage. Though Littleton does not emphasize it, this
model implies, first, that gender differences must not be used implicitly
or explicitly as a basis for excluding persons from institutions, positions, or
opportunities. That is, general rights to equal opportunity, as well as other
civil and political rights, must obtain. Over and above this, equality as
acceptance explicitly revalues femininely coded activity and behavior as
the equal of masculine-coded activity.

Comparable worth policies are a widely discussed strategy for revaluing
the culturally feminine. Schemes of equal pay for work of comparable
worth require that predominantly male and predominantly female jobs
have simikar wage structures if they involve similar degrees of skill, diffi-
culty, stress, and so on. The problem in implementing these policies, of
course, lies in designing methods of comparing different jobs. Most
schemes of comparison still choose to minimize sex differences by using
supposedly gender-neutral criteria, such as educational attainment, speed
of work, whether the work involves manipulation of symbols, pleasantness
of work conditions, decisionmaking ability, and so on. Some writers have
suggested, however, that standard classifications of job traits may be sys-
tematically biased to keep specific kinds of tasks involved in many female-
dominated occupations hidden (Beatty and Beatty, 1981; Treiman and
Hartman, 1981, p. 81). Many female-dominated occupations involve gen-
der-specific kinds of labor—such as nurturing, smoothing over social rela-
tions, or the exhibition of sexuality—which most task observation ignores
(Alexander, 1987). A fair assessment of the skills and complexity of many
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female-dominated jobs may therefore involve paying explicit attention to
gender differences rather than applying gender-blind categories of com-
parison (cf. Littleton, 1987, p. 1312).

Littleton offers sports as another area of revaluation. An “equality as
acceptance” approach, she suggests, would support an equal division of
resources between male and female programs rather than divide up the
available sports budget per capita (Littleton, 1987, p. 1313). If the dispar-
ities in numbers of people involved were too great, I do not think this
proposal would be fair, but I agree with the general principle Littleton is
aiming at. Women who wish to participate in athletic activities should not
be disadvantaged because there are not more women who currently wish
to; they should have as many well-paid coaches, for example, as do men,
their locker room facilities should be as good, and they should have access
to all the equipment they need to excel. More importantly, femininely
stereotyped sports, such as synchronized swimming or field hockey,
should receive a level of support comparable to more masculine sports
like football or baseball.

(2) In November 1986 the majority of voters in California supported a
referendum declaring English the official language of that state. The ram-
ifications of this policy are not clear, but it means at least that state institu-
tions have no obligation to print ballots and other government literature
or provide services in any language other than English. The California
success has spurred a national movement to declare English the official
language of the United States, as well as many additional local move-
ments, especially in regions with fast-growing populations of people
whose first language is not English. In winter 1989, for example, an Eng-
lish-only proposal went before the legislature of Suffolk County, Long
Island, that even some English-first advocates thought was too strong.
Not only would it have made English the official language of Suffolk
County, but it would have forbidden public service providers from speak-
ing to clients in any language other than English (Schmitt, 1989).

Many English-only advocates justify their position as another of many
measures that should be taken to cut the costs of government. But the
movement’s primary appeal is to a normative ideal of the unity of the
polity. As a nation, the United States was founded by English speakers;
non-English speakers are not “real” Americans, no matter how many gen-
erations they can trace on American soil. A polity cannot sustain itself
without significant commonality and mutual identification among its citi-
zens, this argument goes, and a common language is one of the most im-
portant of such unifying forces. Linguistic and cultural pluralism leads to
conflict, divisiveness, factionalism, and ultimately disintegration. Giving
public preference to English supports this unity and encourages non-Eng-
lish speakers to assimilate more quickly.
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There are at least three arguments against this appeal to the unity of a
single harmonious polity. First, it is simply unrealistic. From its begin-
nings the United States has always harbored sizeable linguistic and cul-
tural minorities. Its history of imperialism and annexation and its immi-
gration policy have resulted in more. In the past twenty-five years U.S.
military and foreign policy has led to a huge influx of Latin Americans and
Asians. Some estimate, moreover, that by the year 2000 Hispanic and
Asian populations in the United States will have increased by 84 and 103
percent respectively (Sears and Huddy, 1987). Many individuals belong-
ing to cultural minorities choose to assimilate, as do some whole groups.
But many do not. Even without official support for their doing so and with
considerable pressures against it, many groups have retained distinct lin-
guistic and cultural identities, even some whose members have lived in
the United States for several generations. Spanish speakers may be the
most salient here because their relative numbers are large, and because
their connections with Puerto Rico, Mexico, or other parts of Latin Amer-
ica remain strong. Given the determination of many linguistic and cultural
minorities to maintain a specific identity even as they claim rights to the
full benefits of American citizenship, a determination which seems to be
increasing, the desire of the English-only movement to create unity
through enforced language policy is simply silly.

Second, as I have already argued at several points, this norm of the
homogeneous public is oppressive. Not only does it put unassimilated
persons and groups at a severe disadvantage in the competition for scarce
positions and resources, but it requires that persons transform their sense
of identity in order to assimilate. Self-annihilation is an unreasonable and
unjust requirement of citizenship. The fiction, poetry, and songs of Amer-
ican cultural minorities brim over with the pain and loss such demands
inflict, documenting how thoroughly assimilationist values violate basic
respect for persons.

Thus, third, the normative ideal of the homogeneous public does not
succeed in its stated aim of creating a harmonious nation. In group-differ-
entiated societies conflict, factionalism, divisiveness, civil warfare, do
often occur between groups. The primary cause of such conflict, however,
is not group difference per se, but rather the relations of domination and
oppression between groups that produce resentment, hostility, and resis-
tance among the oppressed. Placing a normative value on homogeneity
only exacerbates division and conflict, because it gives members of the
dominant groups reason to adopt a stance of self-righteous intractability.

I argued in Chapter 4 that a just polity must embrace the ideal of a
heterogeneous public. Group differences of gender, age, and sexuality
should not be ignored, but publicly acknowledged and accepted. Even
more so should group differences of nation or ethnicity be accepted. In
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the twentieth century the ideal state is composed of a plurality of nations
or cultural groups, with a degree of self-determination and autonomy
compatible with federated equal rights and obligations of citizenship.
Many states of the world embrace this ideal, though they often realize it
only very imperfectly (see Ortiz, 1984, pt. 2). English-only advocates
often look with fear at the large and rapidly growing cultural minorities in
the United States, especially the Spanish-speaking minority, and argue
that only enforcing the primacy of English can prevent us from becoming
a culturally plural society like Canada. Such arguments stubbornly refuse
to see that we already are.

The difference between an assimilationist and a culturally pluralist ideal
becomes particularly salient in educational policy. Bilingual education is
highly controversial in the United States today, partly because of the dif-
ferent cultural meanings given to it. In 1974 the Supreme Court ruled that
the state has an obligation to remedy the English-language deficiency of
its students so they will have equal opportunity to learn all subjects; but
the Court did not specify how this should be done. The Bilingual Educa-
tion Act, passed in 1978 and amended several times, sets aside federal
funds for use by school systems to develop bilingual education programs
(see Minow, 1985; Kleven, 1989). Even so, in 1980, 77 percent of His-
panic children in the United States received no form of special program-
ming corresponding to their linguistic needs (Bastian, 1986, p. 46). In
1986 in Texas, 80 percent of school districts were found out of compliance
with a state-mandated bilingual education program (Canter, 1987).

There are several different models of language support programs.
Some, like English as a Second Language, provide no instruction in the
student’s native language, and are often not taught by persons who can
speak the student’s language. Others, called immersion programs, in-
volve English-language instruction primarily, but are taught by bilingual
instructors whom the student can question in his or her native language.
Transitional bilingual education programs involve genuinely bilingual in-
struction, with the proportions of English and native language changing as
the student progresses. Transitional programs instruct students in such
subjects as math, science and history in their native language at the same
time that they develop English-language skills; they aim to increase the
amount of time of instruction in English.

All these programs are assimilationist in intent. They seek to increase
English proficiency to the point where native-language instruction is un-
necessary; none has the goal of maintaining and developing proficiency in
the native language. The vast majority of programs for students with lim-
ited English proficiency in the United States take one of these forms. The
use of transitional bilingual programs instead of ESL or immersion pro-
grams is hotly debated. The majority of Americans support special lan-
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guage programs for students with limited English, in order to help them
learn English; but the more programs instruct in a native language, espe-
cially when they instruct in subjects like math or science, the more they
are considered by English speakers to be unfair coddling and a waste of
taxpayer dollars (Sears and Huddy, 1987). Transitional bilingual educa-
tional programs, on the other hand, are usually preferred by linguistic
minorities.

Another model of bilingual education is rarely practiced in the United
States, and is hardly on the public agenda: bilingual-bicultural mainte-
nance programs. These aim to reinforce knowledge of the students’ native
language and culture, at the same time that they train them to be profi-
cient in the dominant language, English. Few advocates of cultural plural-
ism and group autonomy in the United States would deny that proficiency
in English is a necessary condition for full participation in American soci-
ety. The issue is only whether linguistic minorities are recognized as full
participants in their specificity, with social support for the maintenance of
their language and culture. Only bilingual-bicultural maintenance pro-
grams can both ensure the possibility of the full inclusion and participation
of members of linguistic minorities in all society’s institutions and at the
same time preserve and affirm their group-specific identity (cf. Nickel,
1987, p. 119).

(3) American Indians are the most invisible oppressed group in the
United States. Numbering just over one million, they are too small a pro-
portion of most regional populations to organize influential pressure
groups or threaten major disruptions of the lives of white society. Federal
and state policy often can safely ignore Indian interests and desires. Many
Indians live on reservations, where non-Indians have little contact with
them. Even in cities Indians often form their own support systems and
networks, mingling little with non-Indians (Cornell, 1988, pp. 132-37).
Whether on or off the reservation, Indians suffer the most serious margi-
nalization and deprivation of any social group; by every measure—in-
come, unemployment rates, infant mortality, and so on—Indians are the
poorest Americans.

At the same time, Indians are the most legally differentiated people in
the United States, the only group granted formally special status and
rights by the federal government. Indians represent the arche-difference
that from the beginning subverts the claim to origin, to a New World, that
founds the myth of America as the home of English-speaking farmers,
traders, and inventors. Agents of the U.S. government have poisoned,
burned, looted, tricked, relocated, and confined Indians many times
over, in persistently genocidal policies, attempting to purge this differ-
ence within. Legal history and the string of federal treaties, however, also
testify to a begrudging acknowledgment of the Indian peoples as inde-
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pendent political entities with which the government must negotiate.
Until the twentieth century the special legal status of Indians was concep-
tualized almost entirely as a relation of wardship and dependence be-
tween an inferior savage people and a superior civilized sovereign, and
the shadow of this conceptualization darkens even recent legal decisions
(Williams, 1987). As with women, Blacks, and the feebleminded, Indian
difference was codified in normalizing law as an inferior infantile nature
that justified less than full citizenship.

At the turn of the century policymakers assumed that an end to this
position of tutelage and wardship implied assimilation to the dominant
culture. Thus the land reallocation policies of the late 1800s were in-
tended to encourage Indians to value private property and the virtues of
yeoman husbandry. In the 1920s, when Congress voted to grant Indians
full U.S. citizenship, federal policy forced assimilation by forbidding In-
dian children to speak their native language in the boarding schools to
which they were transported, sometimes thousands of miles from home.
During the same period Indians were prohibited from practicing many of
their traditional religious rites.

In the 1930s the Indian Reorganization Act eliminated and reversed
many of these policies, creating the contemporary system of federally rec-
ognized tribal governments. But in the 1950s the pendulum swung back
with the effort by Congress to terminate the federal relationship with
tribes, withdrawing all recognition of Indians as distinct peoples, and once
again attempting to force Indians to assimilate into white society. This
brutal seesaw history of U.S.-Indian relations caused Indians to change
and adapt their values, practices, and institutions and even their identi-
ties. Many distinct Indian identities have disappeared, as Indian groups
merged or reorganized their relations with one another under the oppres-
sion of white policies. Throughout this history, however, assimilation was
not a live option for the Indians. While many individuals may have left
their groups and successfully integrated into the dominant white culture,
Indians as groups persistently preserved their differences from white soci-
ety against the fiercest opposition. Many Indians today find much fault
wih the present organization of the tribes, the definition of their role, and
their legal relationship with the U.S. government, but few would propose
the elimination of the tribal system that formally recognizes specific inde-
pendently defined Indian groups and guarantees them specific rights in
defining and running tribal affairs.

The case of American Indians especially exemplifies the arguments of
this chapter because it is perhaps clearest here that justice toward groups
requires special rights, and that an assimilationist ideal amounts to geno-
cide. Such special rights, however, should not justify exclusion from full
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participation in the American dream of liberty, equal opportunity, and the
like. The justice of recognizing both specific needs of a group and rights of
full participation and inclusion in the polity has clear precedence in U.S.-
Indian law. Indians are the only group to have what almost amounts to a
dual citizenship: as members of a tribe they have specific political, legal,
and collective rights, and as U.S. citizens they have all the civil and polit-
ical rights of other citizens (Deloria and Lytle, 1984, pp. 34). Recognized
Indian tribes have specific rights to jurisdictional and territorial sover-
eignty, and many specific religious, cultural, and gaming rights (see
Pevar, 1983).

Many Indians believe this system of particular rights remains too much
at the discretion of the federal government, and some have taken their
claims for greater self-determination to international judicial bodies
(Ortiz, 1984, pp. 32-46). Justice in the form of unambiguous recognition
of American Indian groups as full and equal members of American society
requires, in my view, that the U.S. government relinquish the absolute
power to alter or eliminate Indian rights.

Even in the absence of full justice the case of Indians provides an impor-
tant example of the combination of general rights and particular rights
which, I have argued, is necessary for the equality of many oppressed or
disadvantaged groups. The system of tribal rights, and their relation to
general rights, is certainly complex, and there is often disagreement about
the meaning and implications of these rights. Many Indians believe,
moreover, that their rights, especially territorial rights to make decisions
about land, water, and resources, are not sufficiently recognized and en-
forced because economic interests profit from ignoring them. I do not
wish to argue that this system of particular rights, or the bureaucratic form
it takes, should extend to other oppressed or disadvantaged social groups.
The specificity of each group requires a specific set of rights for each, and
for some a more comprehensive system than for others. The case of Amer-
ican Indians, however, illustrates the fact that there is a precedent for a
system of particular rights that a group wants for reasons of justice,
namely, because they enforce the group’s autonomy and protect its inter-
ests as an oppressed minority.

THE HETEROGENEOUS PUBLIC AND GROUP REPRESENTATION

I have argued that participatory democracy is an element and condition of
social justice. Contemporary participatory democratic theory, however,
inherits from republicanism a commitment to a unified public that in prac-
tice tends to exclude or silence some groups. Where some groups are
materially privileged and exercise cultural imperialism, formally demo-
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cratic processes often elevate the particular experiences and perspectives
of the privileged groups, silencing or denigrating those of oppressed
groups.

In her study of the functioning of a New England town meeting govern-
ment, for example, Jane Mansbridge demonstrates that women, Blacks,
working-class people, and poor people tend to participate less and have
their interests represented less than whites, middle-class professionals,
and men. White middle-class men assume authority more than others,
and they are more practiced at speaking persuasively; mothers and old
people find it more difficult than others to get to meetings (Mansbridge,
1980, chap. 9). In Chapter 3 I cited Amy Gutmann’s example of how in-
creasing democracy in some school systems led to increased segregation
because the more numerous, materially privileged, and articulate whites
were able to promote their perceived interests against Blacks™ just de-
mand for equal treatment in an integrated system (Gutmann, 1980, pp.
191-202).

In these and similar cases, the group differences of privilege and op-
pression that exist in society have an effect on the public, even though the
public claims to be blind to difference. Traditionally political theory and
practice have responded to evidence of such bias by attempting yet once
again to institute a genuinely universal public. Such a pure perspective
that transcends the particularity of social position and consequent partial
vision, I argued in Chapter 4, is impossible. If the unified public does not
transcend group differences and often allows the perspective and interests
of privileged groups to dominate, then a democratic public can counteract
this bias only by acknowledging and giving voice to the group differences
within it.

I assert, then, the following principle: a democratic public should pro-
vide mechanisms for the effective recognition and representation of the
distinct voices and perspectives of those of its constituent groups that are
oppressed or disadvantaged. Such group representation implies institu-
tional mechanisms and public resources supporting (1) self-organization of
group members so that they achieve collective empowerment and a re-
flective understanding of their collective experience and interests in the
context of the society; (2) group analysis and group generation of policy
proposals in institutionalized contexts where decisionmakers are obliged
to show that their deliberations have taken group perspectives into con-
sideration; and (3) group veto power regarding specific policies that affect
a group directly, such as reproductive rights policy for women, or land use
policy for Indian reservations.

Specific representation for oppressed groups in the decisionmaking
procedures of a democratic public promotes justice better than a homoge-
neous public in several ways, both procedural and substantial (cf. Beitz,
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1988, pp. 168-69). First, it better assures procedural fairness in setting
the public agenda and hearing opinions about its items. Social and eco-
nomic privilege means, among other things, that the groups which have it
behave as though they have a right to speak and be heard, that others treat
them as though they have that right, and that they have the material,
personal, and organizational resources that enable them to speak and be
heard. As a result, policy issues are often defined by the assumptions and
priorities of the privileged. Specific representation for oppressed groups
interrupts this process, because it gives voice to the assumptions and pri-
orities of other groups.

Second, because it assures a voice for the oppressed as well as the priv-
ileged, group representation better assures that all needs and interests in
the public will be recognized in democratic deliberations. The privileged
usually are not inclined to protect or advance the interests of the op-
pressed, partly because their social position prevents them from under-
standing those interests, and partly because to some degree their privi-
lege depends on the continued oppression of others. While different
groups may share many needs, moreover, their difference usually entails
some special needs which the individual groups themselves can best ex-
press. If we consider just democratic decisionmaking as a politics of need
interpretation, as I have already suggested, then democratic institutions
should facilitate the public expression of the needs of those who tend to be
socially marginalized or silenced by cultural imperialism. Group repre-
sentation in the public facilitates such expression.

In the previous section I argued for the assertion of a positive sense of
difference by oppressed groups, and for a principle of special rights for
those groups. I discussed there the legitimate fears of many in emancipa-
tory social movements that abandoning group-blind policies and adopting
group-specific ones will restigmatize the groups and justify new exclu-
sions. Group representation can help protect against such a consequence.
If oppressed and disadvantaged groups can self-organize in the public and
have a specific voice to present their interpretation of the meaning of and
reasons for group-differentiated policies, then such policies are more
likely to work for than against them.

Group representation, third, encourages the expression of individual
and group needs and interests in terms that appeal to justice, that trans-
form an “I want” into an “I am entitled to,” in Hannah Pitkin’s words. In
Chapter 4 I argued that publicity itself encourages this transformation
because a condition of the public is that people call one another to ac-
count. Group representation adds to such accountability because it serves
as an antidote to self-deceiving self-interest masked as an impartial or gen-
eral interest. Unless confronted with different perspectives on social rela-
tions and events, different values and language, most people tend to assert
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their perspective as universal. When social privilege allows some group
perspectives to dominate a public while others are silent, such universal-
izing of the particular will be reaffirmed by many others. Thus the test of
whether a claim upon the public is just or merely an expression of self-
interest is best made when those making it must confront the opinion of
others who have explicitly different, though not necessarily conflicting,
experiences, priorities, and needs (cf. Sunstein, 1988, p. 1588). As a per-
son of social privilege, I am more likely to go outside myself and have
regard for social justice when I must listen to the voice of those my privi-
lege otherwise tends to silence.

Finally, group representation promotes just outcomes because it maxi-
mizes the social knowledge expressed in discussion, and thus furthers
practical wisdom. Group differences are manifest not only in different
needs, interests, and goals, but also in different social locations and expe-
riences. People in different groups often know about somewhat different
institutions, events, practices, and social relations, and often have differ-
ing perceptions of the same institutions, relations, or events. For this rea-
son members of some groups are sometimes in a better position than
members of others to understand and anticipate the probable conse-
quences of implementing particular social policies. A public that makes
use of all such social knowledge in its differentiated plurality is most likely
to make just and wise decisions.

I should allay several possible misunderstandings of what this principle
of group representation means and implies. First, the principle calls for
specific representation of social groups, not interest groups or ideological
groups. By an interest group I mean any aggregate or association of per-
sons who seek a particular goal, or desire the same policy, or are similarly
situated with respect to some social effect—for example, they are all re-
cipients of acid rain caused by Ohio smokestacks. Social groups usually
share some interests, but shared interests are not sufficient to constitute
a social group. A social group is a collective of people who have affinity
with one another because of a set of practices or way of life; they differen-
tiate themselves from or are differentiated by at least one other group
according to these cultural forms.

By an ideological group I mean a collective of persons with shared po-
litical beliefs. Nazis, socialists, feminists, Christian Democrats, and anti-
abortionists are ideological groups. The situation of social groups may fos-
ter the formation of ideological groups, and under some circumstances an
ideological group may become a social group. Shared political or moral
beliefs, even when they are deeply and passionately held, however, do
not themselves constitute a social group.

A democratic polity should permit the expression of all interests and
opinions, but this does not imply specific representation for any of them.
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A democratic public may wish to provide representation for certain kinds
of interests or political orientations; most parliamentary systems, for ex-
ample, give proportional representation to political parties according to
the number of votes they poll. The principle of group representation that
I am arguing for here, however, refers only to social groups.

Second, it is important to remember that the principle calls for specific
representation only of oppressed or disadvantaged groups. Privileged
groups are already represented, in the sense that their voice, experience,
values, and priorities are already heard and acted upon. The faces of op-
pression explicated in Chapter 2 provide at least beginning criteria for
determining whether a group is oppressed and therefore deserves repre-
sentation. Once we are clear that the principle of group representation
refers only to oppressed social groups, then the fear of an unworkable
proliferation of group representation should dissipate.

Third, while I certainly intend this principle to apply to representative
bodies in government institutions, its application is by no means re-
stricted to that sphere. In earlier chapters I have argued that social justice
requires a far wider institutionalization of democracy than currently ob-
tains in American society. Persons should have the right to participate in
making the rules and policies of any institution with authority over their
actions. The principle of group representation applies to all such democra-
tized publics. It should apply, for example, to decisionmaking bodies
formed by oppressed groups that aim to develop policy proposals for a
heterogeneous public. Oppressed groups within these groups should have
specific representation in such autonomous forums. The Black caucus
should give specific representation to women, for example, and the
women’s caucus to Blacks.

This principle of group representation, finally, does not necessarily
imply proportional representation, in the manner of some recent discus-
sions of group representation (see Bell, 1987, chap. 3; Beitz, 1988, p.
163). Insofar as it relies on the principle of “one person one vote,” propor-
tional representation retains the assumption that it is primarily individuals
who must be represented in decisionmaking bodies. Certainly they must,
and various forms of proportional representation, including proportional
representation of groups or parties, may sometimes be an important vehi-
cle for representing individuals equally. With the principle I argue for
here, however, I am concerned with the representation of group experi-
ence, perspectives, and interests. Proportional representation of group
members may sometimes be too little or too much to accomplish that aim.
A system of proportional group representation in state and federal govern-
ment in the United States might result in no seats for American Indians,
for example. Given the specific circumstances and deep oppression of In-
dians as a group, however, the principle would certainly require that they
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have a specific voice. Allocating strictly half of all places to women, on the
other hand, might be more than is necessary to give women’s perspectives
an empowered voice, and might make it more difficult for other groups to
be represented.

A principle of group representation has been implicitly and sometimes
explicitly asserted in several contemporary social movements struggling
against oppression and domination. In response to the anger and criticism
that women, Blacks, gays and lesbians, American Indians, and others have
leveled against traditionally unitary radical groups and labor unions, many
of them have implemented some form of group representation in their
decisionmaking bodies. Some political organizations, unions, and feminist
groups have formal caucuses for Blacks, Latinos, women, gay men and
lesbians, disabled people, and old people, whose perspectives might be
silenced without explicit representation. Frequently these organizations
have procedures for giving the caucuses a voice in organization-wide dis-
cussion and caucus representation in decisionmaking. Some organizations
also require representation of members of disadvantaged groups in lead-
ership bodies.

At the height of efforts to occupy nuclear power construction sites, for
example, many anti-nuclear power actions and organizations responded
to criticisms by feminists or people of color that the movement was domi-
nated by straight white men. Social group affinity groups formed and were
generally encouraged, providing solidarity and representation to formerly
invisible groups. The National Women’s Studies Association, to take an-
other example, has a complex and effective system of representation for
group caucuses in its decisionmaking bodies.

The idea of a Rainbow Coalition expressed a heterogeneous public with
forms of group representation. The traditional coalition corresponded to
the idea of a unified public that transcends particular differences of experi-
ence and concerns. In traditional coalitions diverse groups work together
for specific ends which they agree interest or affect them all in a similar
way, and they generally agree that the differences of perspective, inter-
ests, or opinion among them will not surface in the public statements and
actions of the coalition. This form ideally suits welfare state interest-group
politics. In a Rainbow Coalition, by contrast, each of the constituent
groups affirms the presence of the others as well as the specificity of their
experience and perspective on social issues (Collins, 1986). In the Rain-
bow public Blacks do not simply tolerate the participation of gays, labor
activists do not grudgingly work alongside peace movement veterans, and
none of these paternalistically concede to feminist participation. Ideally,
a Rainbow Coalition affirms the presence and supports the claims of each
of the oppressed groups or political movements constituting it, and arrives
at a political program not by voicing some “principles of unity” that hide
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difference, but rather by allowing each constituency to analyze economic
and social issues from the perspective of its experience. This implies that
each group maintains significant autonomy, and requires provision for
group representation. Unfortunately, the promise of the Jesse Jackson
campaign to launch a viable grassroots organization expressing these Rain-
bow Coalition ideals has not been fulfilled.

A principle of representation for oppressed or disadvantaged groups has
been implemented most frequently in organizations and movements that
challenge politics as usual in welfare capitalist society. Some more main-
stream organizations, however, also have implemented this principle in
some form. The National Democratic Party has had rules requiring repre-
sentation of women and people of color as delegates, and many state Dem-
ocratic parties have had similar rules. Many nonprofit agencies call for
representation of specific groups, such as women, Blacks, Latinos, and
disabled people, on their boards of directors. In a program that some of
them call “valuing difference,” some corporations have instituted limited
representation of oppressed social groups in corporate discussions. One
can imagine such a principle of group representation extended to other
political contexts. Social justice would be enhanced in many American
cities, for example, if a citywide school committee formally and explicitly
represented Blacks, Hispanics, women, gay men and lesbians, poor and
working-class people, disabled people, and students.

Some might object that implementing a principle of group representa-
tion in governing bodies would exacerbate conflict and divisiveness in
public life, rendering decisions even more difficult to reach. Especially if
groups have veto power over policies that fundamentally and uniquely
affect members of their group, it seems likely, it might be claimed, that
decisionmaking would be stalled. This objection presupposes that group
differences imply essential conflicts of interest. But this is not so; groups
may have differing perspectives on issues, but these are often compatible
and enrich everyone’s understanding when they are expressed. To the
extent that group differences produce or reflect conflict, moreover, group
representation would not necessarily increase such conflict and might de-
crease it. If their differences bring groups into conflict, a just society
should bring such differences into the open for discussion. Insofar as
structured relations of privilege and oppression are the source of the con-
flict, moreover, group representation can change those relations by equal-
izing the ability of groups to speak and be heard. Thus group representa-
tion should mitigate, though not eliminate, certain kinds of conflict. If,
finally, the alternative to stalled decisionmaking is a unified public that
makes decisions ostensibly embodying the general interest which system-
atically ignore, suppress, or conflict with the interests of particular
groups, then stalled decisionmaking may sometimes be just.
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A second objection might be that the implementation of this principle
can never get started. For to implement it a public must be constituted to
decide which groups, if any, deserve specific representation in decision-
making procedures. What principles will guide the composition of such a
“constitutional convention? Who shall decide what groups should receive
representation, and by what procedures shall this decision be made? If
oppressed groups are not represented at this founding convention, then
how will their representation be ensured at all? And if they are repre-
sented, then why is implementation of the principle necessary?

These questions pose a paradox of political origins which is not specific
to this proposal, and which no philosophical argument can resolve. No
program or set of principles can found a politics, because politics does not
have a beginning, an original position. It is always a process in which we
are already engaged. Normative principles such as those I have proposed
in this chapter can serve as proposals in this ongoing political discussion,
and means of envisioning alternative institutional forms, but they cannot
found a polity. In actual political situations application of any normative
principle will be rough and ready, and always subject to challenge and
revision. If democratic publics in American society accept this principle of
group representation, as I have suggested a few have, they also are likely
to name candidates for groups within them that deserve specific represen-
tation. Such an opening might sensitize the public to the need for other
groups to be represented. But if it does not, these groups will have to
petition with arguments that may or may not be persuasive. I see no prac-
tical way out of this problem of origin, but that does not stand as a reason
to reject this or any other normative principle.

One might ask how the idea of a heterogeneous public which encour-
ages self-organization of groups and group representation in decisionmak-
ing differs from the interest-group pluralism I criticized in Chapter 3.
Interest-group pluralism, 1 suggest, operates precisely to forestall the
emergence of public discussion and decisionmaking. Each interest group
promotes its own specific interest as thoroughly and forcefully as it can,
and need not consider the other interests competing in the political mar-
ketplace except strategically, as potential allies or adversaries in its own
pursuit. The rules of interest-group pluralism do not require justifying
one’s interest as right, or compatible with social justice. A heterogeneous
public, however, is a public, where participants discuss together the is-
sues before them and come to a decision according to principles of justice.
Group representation, I have argued, nurtures such publicity by calling
for claimants to justify their demands before others who explicitly stand in
different social locations.

Implementing principles of group representation in national and local
politics in the United States, or in restructured democratic publics within
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particular institutions such as factories, offices, universities, churches,
and social service agencies, would obviously require creative thinking and
flexibility. There are no models to follow. European models of consocia-
tional democratic institutions, for example, cannot be removed from the
contexts in which they have evolved, and even within them it is not clear
that they constitute models of participatory democracy. Reports of experi-
ments with institutionalized self-organization among women, indigenous
peoples, workers, peasants, and students in contemporary Nicaragua offer
an example closer to the conception I am advocating (Ruchwarger, 1987).

Social justice entails democracy. Persons should be involved in collec-
tive discussion and decisionmaking in all the settings that depend on their
commitment, action, and obedience to rules—workplaces, schools,
neighborhoods, and so on. When such institutions privilege some groups
over others, actual democracy requires group representation for the dis-
advantaged. Not only do just procedures require group representation in
order to ensure that oppressed or disadvantaged groups have a voice, but
such representation is also the best means to promote just outcomes of the
deliberative process.

I have argued that the ideal of the just society as eliminating group
differences is both unrealistic and undesirable. Instead justice in a group-
differentiated society demands social equality of groups, and mutual re-
cognition and affirmation of group differences. Attending to group-spe-
cific needs and providing for group representation both promotes that
social equality and provides the recognition that undermines cultural im-
perialism.
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CHAPTER 8

City Life and Difference

The tolerance, the room for great differences among neigh-
bors—differences that often go far deeper than differences
in color—which are possible and normal in intensely urban
life, but which are so foreign to suburbs and pseudosuburbs,
are possible and normal only when streets of great cities
have built-in equipment allowing strangers to dwell in peace
together on civilized but essentially dignified and reserved
terms.

—TJane Jacobs

ONE IMPORTANT PURPOSE of critical normative theory is to offer an alterna-
tive vision of social relations which, in the words of Marcuse, “conceptual-
izes the stuff of which the experienced world consists . . . with a view to
its possibilities, in the light of their actual limitation, suppression, and
denial” (Marcuse, 1964, p. 7). Such a positive normative vision can inspire
hope and imagination that motivate action for social change. It also pro-
vides some of the reflective distance necessary for the criticism of existing
social circumstances.

Many philosophers and political theorists criticize welfare capitalist so-
ciety for being atomistic, depoliticized, fostering self-regarding interest-
group pluralism and bureaucratic domination. The most common alterna-
tive vision offered by such critics is an ideal of community. Spurred by
appeals to community as an alternative to liberal individualism made by
Michael Sandel, Alasdair MacIntyre, and others, in recent years political
theorists have debated the virtues and vices of communitarianism as op-
posed to liberalism (Gutmann, 1985; Hirsch, 1986, Wallach, 1987; Bu-
chanan, 1989). Many socialists, anarchists, feminists, and others critical of
welfare capitalist society formulate their vision of a society free from dom-
ination and oppression in terms of an ideal of community. Much of this
discussion would lead us to think that liberal individualism and communi-
tarianism exhaust the possibilities for conceiving social relations.

It should be clear from the preceding chapters that I share many of the
communitarian criticisms of welfare capitalist liberal democratic theory
and society. I shall argue in this chapter, however, that the ideal of com-
munity fails to offer an appropriate alternative vision of a democratic pol-
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ity. The ideal of community exemplifies the logic of identity I analyzed in
Chapter 4. This ideal expresses a desire for the fusion of subjects with one
another which in practice operates to exclude those with whom the group
does not identify. The ideal of community denies and represses social dif-
ference, the fact that the polity cannot be thought of as a unity in which all
participants share a common experience and common values. In its privi-
leging of face-to-face relations, moreover, the ideal of community denies
difference in the form of the temporal and spatial distancing that charac-
terizes social process.

As an alternative to the ideal of community, I develop in this chapter an
ideal of city life as a vision of social relations affirming group difference. As
a normative ideal, city life instantiates social relations of difference with-
out exclusion. Different groups dwell in the city alongside one another, of
necessity interacting in city spaces. If city politics is to be democratic and
not dominated by the point of view of one group, it must be a politics that
takes account of and provides voice for the different groups that dwell
together in the city without forming a community.

City life as an openness to unassimilated otherness, however, repre-
sents only an unrealized social ideal. Many social injustices exist in today’s
cities. Cities and the people in them are relatively powerless before the
domination of corporate capital and state bureaucracy. Privatized deci-
sionmaking processes in cities and towns reproduce and exacerbate in-
equalities and oppressions. They also produce or reinforce segregations
and exclusions within cities and between cities and towns, which contrib-
ute to exploitation, marginalization, and cultural imperialism.

Many democratic theorists respond to these ills of city life by calls for
the creation of decentralized autonomous communities where people ex-
ercise local control over their lives and neighborhoods on a human scale.
Such calls for local autonomy, I argue in conclusion, reproduce the prob-
lems of exclusion that the ideal of community poses. I offer a conceptual
distinction between autonomy and empowerment, and sketch out some
parameters of democratic empowerment in large-scale regional govern-
ment.

THE OPPOSITION BETWEEN INDIVIDUALISM AND COMMUNITY

Critics of liberalism frequently invoke a conception of community as an
alternative to the individualism and abstract formalism they attribute to
liberalism (cf. Wolff, 1968, chap. 5; Bay, 1981, chap. 5). They reject the
image of persons as separate and self-contained atoms, each with the same
formal rights, rights to keep others out, separate. For such writers, the
ideal of community evokes the absence of the self-interested competitive-
ness of modern society. In this ideal, critics of liberalism find an alterna-
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tive to the abstract, formal methodology of liberalism. Existing in commu-
nity with others entails more than merely respecting their rights; it entails
attending to and sharing in the particularity of their needs and interests.

In his rightly celebrated critique of Rawls, for example, Michael Sandel
(1982) argues that liberalism’s emphasis on the primacy of justice presup-
poses a conception of the self as an antecedent unity existing prior to its
desires and goals, whole unto itself, separated and bounded. This is an
unreal and incoherent conception of the self, he argues. It would be better
replaced by a conception of the self as the product of an identity it shares
with others, of values and goals that are not external and willed, as liberal-
ism would have it, but constitutive of the self. This constitutive concep-
tion of the self is expressed by the concept of community.

Benjamin Barber (1984) also uses the idea of community to evoke a
vision of social life that does not conceive the person as an atomistic, sepa-
rated individual. Liberal political theory represents individuals as occupy-
ing private and separate spaces, as propelled only by their own private
desires. This is a consumer-oriented conception of human nature, in
which social and political relations can be understood only as goods instru-
mental to the achievement of individual desires, and not as intrinsic
goods. This atomistic conception generates a political theory that pre-
sumes conflict and competition as characteristic modes of interaction.
Like Sandel, Barber appeals to an ideal of community to invoke a concep-
tion of the person as socially constituted, actively oriented toward affirm-
ing relations of mutuality, rather than oriented solely toward satisfying
private needs and desires (cf. Ackelsberg, 1988).

As earlier chapters in this book indicate, I share these critiques of liber-
alism. Liberal social ontology, I have argued, has no place for a concept of
social groups. I have characterized a social group as the relational outcome
of interactions, meanings, and affinities according to which people iden-
tify one another. The self is indeed a product of social relations in pro-
found and often contradictory ways. A person’s social group identities,
moreover, are in some meaningful sense shared with others of the group.

I have also criticized liberalism’s consumer-oriented presuppositions
about human nature, and agree with Barber that these lead to an instru-
mentalist understanding of the function of politics. With Barber and other
new republican theorists, I too reject the privatization of politics in liberal
pluralist processes, and call for the institution of democratic publics. I
think, however, that all these criticisms of liberalism can and should be
made without embracing community as a political ideal.

Too often contemporary discussion of these issues sets up an exhaustive
dichotomy between individualism and community. Community appears
in the oppositions individualism/community, separated self/shared self,
private/public. But like most such terms, individualism and community
have a common logic underlying their polarity, which makes it possible for

This content downloaded from 165.106.1.52 on Sun, 23 Feb 2020 20:32:00 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



City Life and Difference - 229

them to define each other negatively. Each entails a denial of difference
and a desire to bring multiplicity and heterogeneity into unity, though in
opposing ways. Liberal individualism denies difference by positing the
self as a solid, self-sufficient unity, not defined by anything or anyone
other than itself. Its formalistic ethic of rights also denies difference by
bringing all such separated individuals under a common measure of
rights. Proponents of community, on the other hand, deny difference by
positing fusion rather than separation as the social ideal. They conceive
the social subject as a relation of unity or mutuality composed by identifi-
cation and symmetry among individuals within a totality. Communitarian-
ism represents an urge to see persons in unity with one another in a
shared whole.

For many writers, the rejection of individualism logically entails the
assertion of community, and conversely any rejection of community en-
tails that one necessarily supports individualism. In their discussion of a
debate between Jean Elshtain and Barbara Ehrenreich, for example,
Harry Boyte and Sara Evans (1984) claim that Ehrenreich promotes indi-
vidualism because she rejects the appeal to community that Elshtain
makes. Recent accounts of the debate among political theorists generated
by communitarian critiques of Rawls all couch that debate in terms of a
dichotomy between liberal individualism and community, suggesting that
these two categories are indeed mutually exclusive and exhaust all possi-
ble social ontologies and conceptions of the self (see Hirsch, 1986; Wal-
lach, 1987; Cornell, 1987). Thus even when the discussants recognize the
totalizing and circular character of this debate, and seek to take a position
outside its terms, they tend to slide into affirming one or the other “side”
of the dichotomy because that dichotomy, like the dichotomy a/not-a, is
conceived as exhausting all logical possibilities.

THE RousseaulsT DREAM

The ideal of community submits to the logic of identity I discussed in
Chapter 4. It expresses an urge to unity, the unity of subjects with one
another. The ideal of community expresses a longing for harmony among
persons, for consensus and mutual understanding, for what Foucault calls
the Rousseauist dream of

a transparent society, visible and legible in each of its parts, the dream of there
no longer existing any zones of darkness, zones established by the privileges of
royal power or the prerogative of some corporation, zones of disorder. It was the
dream that each individual, whatever position he occupied, might be able to see
the whole of society, that men’s hearts should communicate, their vision be
unobstructed by obstacles, and that the opinion of all reign over each. (Fou-
cault, 1980, p. 152)
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Whether expressed as shared subjectivity or common consciousness, on
the one hand, or as relations of mutuality and reciprocity, the ideal of
community denies, devalues, or represses the ontological difference of
subjects, and seeks to dissolve social inexhaustibility into the comfort of a
self-enclosed whole.

Sandel is explicit about defining community as shared subjectivity. The
difference between his own constitutive meaning of community and the
instrumental and sentimental meanings he finds in Rawls is precisely that
in constitutive community subjects share a common self-understanding
(Sandel, 1982, pp. 62-63, 173). He is also explicit about social transpar-
ency as the meaning and goal of community:

And in so far as our constitutive self-understandings comprehend a wider sub-
ject than the individual alone, whether a family or tribe or city or class or nation
or people, to this extent they define a community in the constitutive sense. And
what marks such a community is not merely a spirit of benevolence, or the
prevalence of communitarian values, or even certain ‘shared final ends’ alone,
but a common vocabulary of discourse and a background of implicit practices
and understandings within which the opacity of the participants is reduced if
never finally dissolved. In so far as justice depends for its pre-eminence on the
separatedness or boundedness of persons in the cognitive sense, its priority
would diminish as that opacity faded and this community deepened. (Sandel,
1982, pp. 172-73)

Barber also takes shared subjectivity as the meaning of community.
Through political participation individuals confront one another and ad-
just their wants and desires, creating a “common ordering of individual
needs and wants into a single vision of the future in which all can share.”
Strong democracy seeks to reach a “creative consensus” which through
common talk and common work creates a “common consciousness and
political judgment” (Barber, 1984, p. 224).

Some theorists of community, on the other hand, replace commonness
in the meaning of community with mutuality and reciprocity, the recogni-
tion by each individual of the individuality of all the others (see Cornell,
1987). Seyla Benhabib, for example, regards a standpoint that emphasizes
the commonness of persons as that of an ethic of rights and justice of the
sort that Rawls represents, which she calls the standpoint of the “general-
ized other.” Moral theory must also express a complementary point of
view which Benhabib calls the standpoint of the “concrete other.” Benha-
bib refers to this as a vision of a community of needs and solidarity, in con-
trast to the community of rights and entitlements envisaged by liberalism:

The standpoint of the “concrete other,” by contrast, requires us to view each
and every rational being as an individual with a concrete history, identity, and
affective-emotional constitution. In assuming this standpoint, we abstract from
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what constitutes our commonality and seek to understand the distinctiveness of
the other. We seek to comprehend the needs of the other, their motivations,
what they search for, and what they desire. Our relation to the other is gov-
erned by the norm of complementary reciprocity: each is entitled to expect and
to assume from the other forms of behavior through which the other feels recog-
nized and confirmed as a concrete, individual being with specific needs, talents,
and capacities. . . . The moral categories that accompany such interactions are
those of responsibility, bonding, and sharing. The corresponding moral feelings
are those of love, care, sympathy, and solidarity, and the vision of community
is one of needs and solidarity. (Benhabib, 1986, p. 341)

Despite the apparent divergence of Sandel’s and Barber’s language of
shared subjectivity and Benhabib’s language of complementary recip-
rocity, I think all three express a similar ideal of social relations as the
copresence of subjects (cf. Derrida, 1976, pp. 137-39). Whether ex-
pressed as common consciousness or as mutual understanding, the ideal
is one of the transparency of subjects to one another. In this ideal each
understands the others and recognizes the others in the same way that
they understand themselves, and all recognize that the others understand
them as they understand themselves. This ideal thus submits to what Der-
rida calls the metaphysics of presence, which seeks to collapse the tempo-
ral difference inherent in language and experience into a totality that can
be comprehended in one view. This ideal of community denies the onto-
logical difference within and between subjects.

In community persons cease to be other, opaque, not understood, and
instead become mutually sympathetic, understanding one another as they
understand themselves, fused. Such an ideal of the transparency of sub-
jects to one another denies the difference, or basic asymmetry, of sub-
jects. As Hegel first brought out and Sartre’s analysis deepened, persons
necessarily transcend one another because subjectivity is negativity. The
regard of the other is always objectifying. Other persons never see the
world from my perspective, and in witnessing the other’s objective grasp
of my body, actions, and words, I am always faced with an experience of
myself different from the one I have.

This mutual intersubjective transcendence, of course, makes sharing
between us possible, a fact that Sartre notices less than Hegel. The shar-
ing, however, is never complete mutual understanding and reciprocity.
Sharing, moreover, is fragile. At the next moment the other person may
understand my words differently from the way I meant them, or carry my
actions to consequences I do not intend. The same difference that makes
sharing between us possible also makes misunderstanding, rejection,
withdrawal, and conflict always possible conditions of social being.

Because the subject is not a unity, it cannot be present to itself, know
itself. 1 do not always know what I mean, need, want, desire, because
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meanings, needs, and desires do not arise from an origin in some transpar-
ent ego. Often I express my desire in gesture or tone of voice, without
meaning to do so. Consciousness, speech, expressiveness, are possible
only if the subject always surpasses itself, and is thus necessarily unable to
comprehend itself. Subjects all have multiple desires that do not cohere;
they attach layers of meanings to objects without always being aware of
each layer or the connections between them. Consequently, any individ-
ual subject is a play of difference that cannot be completely compre-
hended.

If the subject is heterogeneous process, never fully present to itself,
then it follows that subjects cannot make themselves transparent, wholly
present to one another. Consequently the subject also eludes sympathetic
comprehension by others. I cannot understand others as they understand
themselves, because they do not completely understand themselves. In-
deed, because the meanings and desires they express may outrun their
own awareness or intention, I may understand their words or actions more
fully than they.

The ideal of community expresses a desire for social wholeness, symme-
try, a security and solid identity which is objectified because affirmed by
others unambiguously. This is an understandable dream, but a dream
nevertheless, and, as I shall now argue, one with serious political conse-
quences.

PRIVILEGING FACE-TO-FACE RELATIONS

The ideal of community as a pure copresence of subjects to one another
receives political expression in a vision of political life that privileges local
face-to-face direct democracy. Critics of welfare capitalist society repeat-
edly invoke such a model of small group relations as a political ideal. The
anarchist tradition expresses these values most systematically, but they
retain their form in other political soils as well. This model of politics as
founded in face-to-face relations poses as the alternative to the imperson-
ality, alienation, commodification, and bureaucratization of governance in
existing mass societies:

The incarnation of this project is the immediate, indeed unmediated, commu-
nity that enters so profoundly into the fashioning of our humanity. This is the
community in which we genuinely encounter each other, the public world that
is only a bare step above our private world, in short, our towns, neighborhoods,
and municipalities. (Bookchin, 1982, p. 267; cf. Manicas, 1974, pp. 246-50,
Bay, 1981, chaps. 5 and 6; Taylor, 1982, pp. 27-28)

Several problems arise when a community that privileges face-to-face
relations is taken as the ideal of the polity. The ideal presumes a myth of

This content downloaded from 165.106.1.52 on Sun, 23 Feb 2020 20:32:00 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



City Life and Difference - 233

unmediated social relations, and wrongly identifies mediation with aliena-
tion. It denies difference in the sense of temporal and spatial distancing.
It implies a model of the good society as consisting of decentralized small
units which is both unrealistic and politically undesirable, and which
avoids the political question of just relations among such decentralized
communities.

As the above quotation indicates, theorists of community privilege face-
to-face relations because they conceive them as immediate. Immediacy is
better than mediation because immediate relations have the purity and
security longed for in the Rousseauist dream: we are transparent to one
another, purely copresent in the same time and space, close enough to
touch, and nothing comes between us to obstruct our vision of one an-
other.

This ideal of the immediate copresence of subjects, however, is a meta-
physical illusion. Even a face-to-face relation between two people is medi-
ated by voice and gesture, spacing and temporality. As soon as a third
person enters the interaction the possibility arises of the relation between
the first two being mediated through the third, and so on. The mediation
of relations among persons by the speech and actions of other persons is a
fundamental condition of sociality. The richness, creativity, diversity, and
potential of a society expand with growth in the scope and means of its
media, linking persons across time and distance. The greater the time and
distance, however, the greater the number of persons who stand between
other persons.

I am not arguing that there is no difference between small groups in
which persons relate to one another face-to-face and other social relations,
nor am I denying a unique value to such face-to-face groups. Just as the
intimacy of living with a few others in the same household has unique
dimensions that are humanly valuable, so existing with others in commu-
nities of mutual regard has specific characteristics of warmth and sharing
that are humanly valuable. There is no question either that bureaucra-
tized capitalist patriarchal society discourages and destroys such commu-
nities of mutual friendship, just as it pressures and fragments families. A
vision of the good society surely should include institutional arrangements
that nurture the specific experience of mutual friendship which only rela-
tively small groups interacting in a plurality of contexts can produce. But
recognizing the value and specificity of such face-to-face relations is differ-
ent from privileging them and positing them as a model for the institu-
tional relations of a whole society.

In my view, a model of the good society as composed of decentralized,
economically self-sufficient face-to-face communities functioning as au-
tonomous political entities does not purify politics, as its proponents
think, but rather avoids politics. First, it is wildly utopian. To bring it into
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being would require dismantling the urban character of modern society,
a gargantuan overhaul of living space, workplaces, places of trade and
commerce. A model of a transformed society must begin from the material
structures that are given to us at this time in history, and in the United
States those are large-scale industry and urban centers.

More important, however, this model of the good society as usually
articulated leaves completely unaddressed the question of how such small
communities relate to one another. Frequently the ideal projects a level
of self-sufficiency and decentralization which suggests that proponents en-
vision few relations among these communities except occasional friendly
visits. Surely it is unrealistic, however, to assume that such decentralized
communities need not engage in extensive relations of exchange of re-
sources, goods, and culture.

Proponents frequently privilege face-to-face relations in reaction to the
alienation and domination produced by huge, faceless bureaucracies and
corporations, whose actions and decisions affect most people, but are out
of their control. Appeals to community envision more local and direct
control. A more participatory democratic society should indeed encour-
age active publics at the local levels of neighborhood and workplace. But
the important political question is how relations among these locales can
be organized so as to foster justice and minimize domination and oppres-
sion. Invoking a mystical ideal of community does not address this ques-
tion, but rather obscures it. Politics must be conceived as a relationship of
strangers who do not understand one another in a subjective and immedi-
ate sense, relating across time and distance.

UNDESIRABLE PoLiTicAL CONSEQUENCES OF THE IDEAL OF COMMUNITY

I have argued that the ideal of community denies the difference between
subjects and the social differentiation of temporal and spatial distancing.
The most serious political consequence of the desire for community, or for
copresence and mutual identification with others, is that it often operates
to exclude or oppress those experienced as different. Commitment to an
ideal of community tends to value and enforce homogeneity (cf. Hirsch,
1986).

In ordinary speech in the United States, the term community refers to
the people with whom one identifies in a specific locale. It refers to neigh-
borhood, church, schools. It also carries connotations of ethnicity, race,
and other group identifications. For most people, insofar as they consider
themselves members of communities at all, a community is a group that
shares a specific heritage, a common self-identification, a common culture
and set of norms. As I argued in Chapter 5, self-identification as a member
of such a community also often occurs as an oppositional differentiation

This content downloaded from 165.106.1.52 on Sun, 23 Feb 2020 20:32:00 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



City Life and Difference - 235

from other groups, who are feared, despised, or at best devalued. Persons
feel a sense of mutual identification only with some persons, feel in com-
munity only with those, and fear the difference others confront them with
because they identify with a different culture, history, and point of view
on the world. The ideal of community, I suggest, validates and reinforces
the fear and aversion some social groups exhibit toward others. If commu-
nity is a positive norm, that is, if existing together with others in relations
of mutual understanding and reciprocity is the goal, then it is understand-
able that we exclude and avoid those with whom we do not or cannot
identify.

Richard Sennett (1970, chap. 2) discusses how a “myth of community”
operates perpetually in American society to produce and implicitly legiti-
mate racist and classist behavior and policy. In many towns, suburbs, and
neighborhoods people do have an image of their locale as one in which
people all know one another, have the same values and life style, and
relate with feelings of mutuality and love. In modern American society
such an image is almost always false; while there may be a dominant group
with a distinct set of values and life style, within any locale one can usually
find deviant individuals and groups. Yet the myth of community operates
strongly to produce defensive exclusionary behavior: pressuring the Black
family that buys a house on the block to leave, beating up the Black youths
who come into “our” neighborhood, zoning against the construction of
multiunit dwellings.

The exclusionary consequences of valuing community, moreover, are
not restricted to bigots and conservatives. Many radical political organiza-
tions founder on the desire for community. Too often people in groups
working for social change take mutual friendship to be a goal of the group,
and thus judge themselves wanting as a group when they do not achieve
such commonality (see Mansbridge, 1980, chap. 21; Breines, 1982, esp.
chap. 4). Such a desire for community often channels energy away from
the political goals of the group, and also produces a clique atmosphere
which keeps groups small and turns potential members away. Mutual
identification as an implicit group ideal can reproduce a homogeneity that
usually conflicts with the organization’s stated commitment to diversity.
In recent years most socialist and feminist organizations, for example,
have taken racial, class, age, and sexual diversity as an important criterion
according to which the success of political organizations should be evalu-
ated. To the degree that they take mutual understanding and identifica-
tion as a goal, they may be deflected from this goal of diversity.

The exclusionary implications of a desire for face-to-face relations of
mutual identification and sharing present a problem for movements as-
serting positive group difference, which I described in Chapter 6. I ar-
gued there that the effort of oppressed groups to reclaim their group iden-
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tity, and to form with one another bonds of positive cultural affirmation
around their group specificity, constitutes an important resistance to the
oppression of cultural imperialism. It shifts the meaning of difference
from otherness and exclusion to variation and specificity, and forces domi-
nant groups to acknowledge their own group specificity. But does not such
affirmation of group identity itself express an ideal of community, and is it
not subject to exclusionary impulses?

Some social movements asserting positive group difference have found
through painful confrontation that an urge to unity and mutual identifica-
tion does indeed have exclusionary implications. Feminist efforts to cre-
ate women’s spaces and women’s culture, for example, have often as-
sumed the perspective of only a particular subgroup of women—white, or
middle class, or lesbian, or straight—thus implicitly excluding or render-
ing invisible those women among them with differing identifications and
experiences (Spelman, 1988; Phelan, 1987). Similar problems arise for any
movement of group identification, because in our society most people
have multiple group identifications, and thus group differences cut across
every social group.

These arguments against community are not arguments against the po-
litical project of constructing and affirming a positive group identity and
relations of group solidarity, as a means of confronting cultural imperial-
ism and discovering things about oneself and others with whom one feels
affinity. Critique of the ideal of community, however, reveals that even in
such group-specific contexts affinity cannot mean the transparency of
selves to one another. If in their zeal to affirm a positive meaning of group
specificity people seek or try to enforce a strong sense of mutual identifi-
cation, they are likely to reproduce exclusions similar to those they con-
front. Those affirming the specificity of a group affinity should at the same
time recognize and affirm the group and individual differences within the

group.

City LIFE As A NORMATIVE IDEAL

Appeals to community are usually antiurban. Much sociological literature
diagnoses modern history as a movement to the dangerous bureaucratized
Gesellschaft from the manageable and safe Gemeinschaft, nostalgically re-
constructed as a world of lost origins (Stein, 1960; Nisbet, 1953). Many
others follow Rousseau in romanticizing the ancient polis and the medie-
val Swiss Biirger, deploring the commerce, disorder, and unmanageable
mass character of the modern city (Ellison, 1985; cf. Sennett, 1974, chaps.
7-10). Throughout the modern period, the city has often been decried as
embodying immorality, artificiality, disorder, and danger—as the site of
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treasonous conspiracies, illicit sex, crime, deviance, and disease (Mosse,
1985, pp. 32-33, 137-38; Gilman, 1985, p. 214). The typical image of the
modern city finds it expressing all the disvalues that a reinstantiation of
community would eliminate.

Yet urbanity is the horizon of the modern, not to mention the postmod-
ern, condition. Contemporary political theory must accept urbanity as a
material given for those who live in advanced industrial societies. Urban
relations define the lives not only of those who live in the huge metropo-
lises, but also of those who live in suburbs and large towns. Our social life
is structured by vast networks of temporal and spatial mediation among
persons, so that nearly everyone depends on the activities of seen and
unseen strangers who mediate between oneself and one’s associates, be-
tween oneself and one’s objects of desire. Urbanites find themselves relat-
ing geographically to increasingly large regions, thinking little of traveling
seventy miles to work or an hour’s drive for an evening’s entertainment.
Most people frequently and casually encounter strangers in their daily
activities. The material surroundings and structures available to us define
and presuppose urban relationships. The very size of populations in our
society and most other nations of the world, coupled with a continuing
sense of national or ethnic identity with millions of other people, supports
the conclusion that a vision of dismantling the city is hopelessly utopian.

Starting from the given of modern urban life is not simply necessary,
moreover; it is desirable. Even for many of those who decry the aliena-
tion, bureaucratization, and mass character of capitalist patriarchal soci-
ety, city life exerts a powerful attraction. Modern literature, art, and film
have celebrated city life, its energy, cultural diversity, technological com-
plexity, and the multiplicity of its activities. Even many of the most
staunch proponents of decentralized community love to show visiting
friends around the Boston or San Francisco or New York in or near which
they live, climbing up towers to see the glitter of lights and sampling the
fare at the best ethnic restaurants.

I propose to construct a normative ideal of city life as an alternative to
both the ideal of community and the liberal individualism it criticizes as
asocial. By “city life” I mean a form of social relations which I define as the
being together of strangers. In the city persons and groups interact within
spaces and institutions they all experience themselves as belonging to, but
without those interactions dissolving into unity or commonness. City life
is composed of clusters of people with affinities—families, social group
networks, voluntary associations, neighborhood networks, a vast array of
small “communities.” City dwellers frequently venture beyond such fa-
miliar enclaves, however, to the more open public of politics, commerce,
and festival, where strangers meet and interact (cf. Lofland, 1973). City
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dwelling situates one’s own identity and activity in relation to a horizon of
a vast variety of other activity, and the awareness that this unknown, unfa-
miliar activity affects the conditions of one’s own.

City life is a vast, even infinite, economic network of production, distri-
bution, transportation, exchange, communication, service provision, and
amusement. City dwellers depend on the mediation of thousands of other
people and vast organizational resources in order to accomplish their indi-
vidual ends. City dwellers are thus together, bound to one another, in
what should be and sometimes is a single polity. Their being together
entails some common problems and common interests, but they do not
create a community of shared final ends, of mutual identification and
reciprocity.

A normative ideal of city life must begin with our given experience of
cities, and look there for the virtues of this form of social relations. Defin-
ing an ideal as unrealized possibilities of the actual, I extrapolate from that
experience four such virtues.

(1) Social differentiation without exclusion. City life in urban mass soci-
ety is not inconsistent with supportive social networks and subcultural
communities. Indeed, for many it is their necessary condition. In the city
social group differences flourish. Modernization theory predicted a de-
cline in local, ethnic, and other group affiliations as universalist state insti-
tutions touch people’s lives more directly and as people encounter many
others with identifications and life styles different from their own. There
is considerable evidence, however, that group differences are often re-
inforced by city life, and that the city even encourages the formation of
new social group affinities (Fischer, 1982, pp. 206-30; Rothschild, 1981).
Deviant or minority groups find in the city both a cover of anonymity and
a critical mass unavailable in the smaller town. It is hard to imagine the
formation of gay or lesbian group affinities, for example, without the con-
ditions of the modern city (D’Emilio, 1983). While city dwelling as op-
posed to rural life has changed the lives and self-concepts of Chicanos, to
take another example, city life encourages group identification and a de-
sire for cultural nationalism at the same time that it may dissolve some
traditional practices or promote assimilation to Anglo language and values
(Jankowski, 1986). In actual cities many people express violent aversions
to members of groups with which they do not identify. More than those
who live in small towns, however, they tend to recognize social group
difference as a given, something they must live with (Fischer, 1982, pp.
206-40).

In the ideal of city life freedom leads to group differentiation, to the
formation of affinity groups, but this social and spatial differentiation of
groups is without exclusion. The urban ideal expresses difference as I de-
fined it in Chapter 6, a side-by-side particularity neither reducible to
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identity nor completely other. In this ideal groups do not stand in rela-
tions of inclusion and exclusion, but overlap and intermingle without be-
coming homogeneous. Though city life as we now experience it has many
borders and exclusions, even our actual experience of the city also gives
hints of what differentiation without exclusion can be. Many city neigh-
borhoods have a distinct ethnic identity, but members of other groups also
dwell in them. In the good city one crosses from one distinct neighbor-
hood to another without knowing precisely where one ended and the
other began. In the normative ideal of city life, borders are open and
undecidable.

(2) Variety. The interfusion of groups in the city occurs partly because
of the multiuse differentiation of social space. What makes urban spaces
interesting, draws people out in public to them, gives people pleasure and
excitement, is the diversity of activities they support. When stores, res-
taurants, bars, clubs, parks, and offices are sprinkled among residences,
people have a neighborly feeling about their neighborhood, they go out
and encounter one another on the streets and chat. They have a sense of
their neighborhood as a “spot” or “place,” because of that bar’s distinctive
clientele, or the citywide reputation of the pizza at that restaurant. Both
business people and residents tend to have more commitment to and care
for such neighborhoods than they do for single-use neighborhoods. Multi-
functional streets, parks, and neighborhoods are also much safer than sin-
gle-use functionalized spaces because people are out on the streets during
most hours, and have commitment to the place (Jacobs, 1961, chap. 8;
Sennett, 1970, chap. 4; cf. Whyte, 1988, chaps. 9, 22-25).

(3) Eroticism. City life also instantiates difference as the erotic, in the
wide sense of an attraction to the other, the pleasure and excitement of
being drawn out of one’s secure routine to encounter the novel, strange,
and surprising (cf. Barthes, 1986). The erotic dimension of the city has
always been an aspect of its fearfulness, for it holds out the possibility that
one will lose one’s identity, will fall. But we also take pleasure in being
open to and interested in people we experience as different. We spend
a Sunday afternoon walking through Chinatown, or checking out this
week’s eccentric players in the park. We look for restaurants, stores, and
clubs with something new for us, a new ethnic food, a different atmo-
sphere, a different crowd of people. We walk through sections of the city
that we experience as having unique characters which are not ours, where
people from diverse places mingle and then go home.

The erotic attraction here is precisely the obverse of community. In the
ideal of community people feel affirmed because those with whom they
share experiences, perceptions, and goals recognize and are recognized
by them; one sees oneself reflected in the others. There is another kind of
pleasure, however, in coming to encounter a subjectivity, a set of mean-
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ings, that is different, unfamiliar. One takes pleasure in being drawn out
of oneself to understand that there are other meanings, practices, per-
spectives on the city, and that one could learn or experience something
more and different by interacting with them.

The city’s eroticism also derives from the aesthetics of its material
being: the bright and colored lights, the grandeur of its buildings, the
juxtaposition of architecture of different times, styles, and purposes. City
space offers delights and surprises. Walk around the corner, or over a few
blocks, and you encounter a different spatial mood, a new play of sight and
sound, and new interactive movement. The erotic meaning of the city
arises from its social and spatial inexhaustibility. A place of many places,
the city folds over on itself in so many layers and relationships that it is
incomprehensible. One cannot “take it in,” one never feels as though
there is nothing new and interesting to explore, no new and interesting
people to meet.

(4) Publicity. Political theorists who extol the value of community often
construe the public as a realm of unity and mutual understanding, but this
does not cohere with our actual experience of public spaces. Because by
definition a public space is a place accessible to anyone, where anyone can
participate and witness, in entering the public one always risks encounter
with those who are different, those who identify with different groups and
have different opinions or different forms of life. The group diversity of
the city is most often apparent in public spaces. This helps account for
their vitality and excitement. Cities provide important public spaces—
streets, parks, and plazas—where people stand and sit together, interact
and mingle, or simply witness one another, without becoming unified in
a community of “shared final ends.”

Politics, the critical activity of raising issues and deciding how institu-
tional and social relations should be organized, crucially depends on the
existence of spaces and forums to which everyone has access. In such pub-
lic spaces people encounter other people, meanings, expressions, issues,
which they may not understand or with which they do not identify. The
force of public demonstrations, for example, often consists in bringing to
people who pass through public spaces those issues, demands, and people
they might otherwise avoid. As a normative ideal city life provides public
places and forums where anyone can speak and anyone can listen.

Because city life is a being together of strangers, diverse and overlap-
ping neighbors, social justice cannot issue from the institution of an En-
lightenment universal public. On the contrary, social justice in the city
requires the realization of a politics of difference. This politics lays down
institutional and ideological means for recognizing and affirming diverse
social groups by giving political representation to these groups, and cele-
brating their distinctive characteristics and cultures. In the unoppressive
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city people open to unassimilated otherness. We all have our familiar rela-
tions and affinities, the people to whom we feel close and with whom we
share daily life. These familial and social groups open onto a public in
which all participate, and that public must be open and accessible to all.
Contrary to the communitarian tradition, however, that public cannot be
conceived as a unity transcending group differences, nor as entailing com-
plete mutual understanding. In public life the differences remain unas-
similated, but each participating group acknowledges and is open to lis-
tening to the others. The public is heterogeneous, plural, and playful, a
place where people witness and appreciate diverse cultural expressions
that they do not share and do not fully understand.

CITIES AND SOCIAL INJUSTICE

An ideal can inspire action for social change only if it arises from possibili-
ties suggested by actual experience. The ideals of city life I have proposed
are realized incidentally and intermittently in some cities today. There is
no doubt, however, that many large cities in the United States today are
sites of decay, poverty, and crime. There is just as little doubt that the
smaller towns and suburbs to which many people escape from these ills
are strung along congested highways, are homogeneous, segregated, and
privatized. In either case, an ideal of city life as eroticized public vitality
where differences are affirmed in openness might seem laughably uto-
pian. For on city streets today the depth of social injustice is apparent:
homeless people lying in doorways, rape in parks, and cold-blooded racist
murder are the realities of city life.

In Chapter 1 I argued that a critical theory of social justice must con-
sider not only distributive patterns, but also the processes and relation-
ships that produce and reproduce those patterns. While issues of the dis-
tribution of goods and resources are central to reflections on social justice,
issues of decisionmaking power and processes, the division of labor, and
culture are just as important. Nowhere is this argument better illustrated
than in the context of social injustice in the city. Inequalities of distribu-
tion can be read on the face of buildings, neighborhoods, and towns. Most
cities have too many places where everyone would agree no one should
have to live. These may be a stone’s throw from opulent corporate head-
quarters or luxury condominiums. The correct principles and methods of
distribution may be a subject of controversy, but as they wander through
American city streets few would deny that something is wrong with exist-
ing distributions.

The social structures, processes, and relationships that produce and re-
produce these distributions, however, are not so visible on the surface of
our cities. Yet normative theory must identify and evaluate them as well
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as their outcomes. In this section I shall discuss three aspects of these
processes that contribute to domination and oppression: (a) centralized
corporate and bureaucratic domination of cities; (b) decisionmaking struc-
tures in municipalities and their hidden mechanisms of redistribution; and
(c) processes of segregation and exclusion, both within cities and between
cities and suburbs.

(a) Corporate and city power once coincided. Firms started in a city and
exploited the labor of the city’s population, and the city grew and pros-
pered with the success of its major firms. Industrial magnates ruled the
cities, either directly as city officials, or more indirectly as behind-the-
scenes framers of city policy. Having a self-serving paternal attitude to-
ward these cities, the ruling families engaged in philanthropic projects,
building museums, libraries, parks, plazas, and statues as gifts to the pub-
lic and monuments to their wealth and entrepreneurial ingenuity. The
captains of industry often ruled ruthlessly, keeping the majority of people
in squalor and ignorance, but they had a sense of place, were tied econom-
ically, socially, and politically to one or a few cities.

Today corporate capital is homeless. The enterprises that rule the world
economy are larger than many cities, some larger than many nations, with
branches dotting the globe, and no center. Mergers, interlocking direc-
torships, holding companies, and the dispersion of ownership through se-
curities and stock market speculation mean that political and economic
power is dislodged from place. Fast as a satellite signal, capital travels
from one end of a continent to the other, from one end of the world to the
other. Its direction depends on the pull of profit, and its directors rarely
consider how its movement may affect local economies.

Municipalities are dependent on this flighty capital for the health of
their economic infrastructure. They must sell bonds on the open market
to raise funds for public works. Because there are no national or state
policies for encouraging investment in particular cities or regions that
need resources and industry for their economic health, cities must com-
pete with one another to provide an attractive “investment climate” (cf.
Elkin, 1987, pp. 30-31). They depend on private capital for housing, of-
fice, and commercial space, production facilities, public works, and with
all this, of course, jobs. Their public funds depend on taxing the private
investors doing business within their borders. Where cities once at least
could hold the carrot of lordly power and prestige before corporate deci-
sionmakers, today cities are reduced to lowly supplicants, with little lev-
erage for bargaining.

Cities are also relatively powerless before the state. Gerald Frug (1980)
relates how American liberalism has always been hostile to a distinct and
independent legal status for cities, and how gradually the law has removed
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most of the powers cities once had. Cities today have only those powers
delegated to them by state governments, and these are usually rigorously
limited by judicial interpretation. What decisionmaking authority cities
have is restricted to matters deemed entirely local, and these are increas-
ingly few. State laws not only regulate the kind and amount of taxes cities
can levy, they also restrict the powers of cities to borrow money. Cities
are limited in the kind of laws they can pass, which are generally re-
stricted to “welfare improving regulatory services” (cf. Elkin, 1987, pp.
21-31).

Not only are city legal powers restricted and regulated by the state, but
cities have become increasingly dependent on state and federal govern-
ment for operating funds to provide their services, and increasingly come
under the authority of state and federal government in the administration
of services. Health, housing, and welfare services administered at the city
level are usually regulated by state and federal bureaucracies, and cities
depend on state and federal grants for their continued operation. Many
local services, “such as education, transportation and health care, are pro-
vided not by cities but by special districts or public authorities organized
to cut across city boundaries and over which cities have no control” (Frug,
1980, p. 1065). The “new federalism” of the past decade has not signifi-
cantly altered the city’s financial dependence on larger bureaucratic enti-
ties. It has somewhat increased cities’ administrative responsibilities,
often while reducing the resources with which they can administer.

The domination of centralized bureaucracies, whether public or pri-
vate, over municipal economies tends to dissociate lived or experienced
space from the commodified space of abstract planning and calculation
(Gottdinger, 1985, pp. 290-97; Castells, 1983, chap. 31). Capitalist bu-
reaucratic rationality fosters bird’s-eye planning which encompasses vast
regions including huge metropolitan areas, or even several states to-
gether. From this skytop vision, investors and planning bureaucrats
determine the placement and design of highways, factories, shopping fa-
cilities, offices, and parks. They decide the most rational and efficient
investment from the point of view of their portfolio and their centralized
office operations, but not necessarily from the point of view of the locales
in which they invest. Too often this bureaucratic rationality and efficiency
results in a deadening separation of functions, with oppressive conse-
quences that I will discuss shortly. It also often results in abrupt disinvest-
ment in one region and massive disruptive speculation in another, each
with significant consequences for the welfare of people in those locales.

The realization of the designers’ plans creates an abstract space of
efficiency and Cartesian rationality that often comes to dominate and dis-
place the lived space of human movement and interaction:
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What tends to disappear is the meaning of places for people. Each place, each
city, will receive its social meaning from its location in the hierarchy of a net-
work whose control and rhythm will escape from each place and, even more,
from the people in each place. Furthermore, people will be shifted according to
the continuous restructuring of an increasingly specialized space. . . . The new
space of a world capitalist system, combining the informational and the indus-
trial modes of development, is a space of variable geometry, formed by locations
hierarchically ordered in a continuously changing network of flows: flows of
capital, labor, elements of production, commodities, information, decisions,
and signals. The new urban meaning of the dominant class is the absence of any
meaning based on experience. The abstraction of production tends to become
total. The new source of power relies on the control of the entire network of
information. Space is dissolved into flows: cities become shadows that explode
and disappear according to decisions that their dwellers will always ignore. The
outer experience is cut off from the inner experience. The new tendential urban
meaning is the spatial and cultural separation of people from their production
and from their history. (Castells, 1983, p. 314)

(b) Though city and town governments are seriously constrained by the
domination of state and corporate imperatives, they nevertheless do make
decisions, especially about land use and zoning. Decisionmaking struc-
tures and processes at the local level, however, often tend to create and
exacerbate injustice.

In Chapter 3 I discussed how policy formation in welfare capitalist soci-
ety tends to be depoliticized and operates through a relatively closed club
of interest-group bargainers. Such depoliticization is perhaps even more
typical at the municipal level than at state or national levels. Stephen
Elkin argues that in most cities land use decisions, the local decisions that
most affect the spatial environment of the city and its economic life, are a
semiprivate process involving a triangle of capitalist developers, city bu-
reaucrats, and elected city officials. The assumptions and interests of
these groups set the basic parameters for such decisions, which are rou-
tine, usually unquestioned and rarely publicly discussed. This routine
framework, Elkin argues, is usually biased toward growth and downtown
development, emphasizing big, flashy, visible projects. The empirical re-
cord shows, however, that land use decisionmaking biased in these ways
contributes to increasing inequalities (see Elkin, 1987, chap. 5; cf. Logan
and Molotch, 1987, chaps. 3 and 4).

With the basic resources and institutional structure already given, in-
terest groups in the city vie for and bargain over the distributive effects of
city projects. Because some interests are better able to organize than oth-
ers, have easier access to the major decisionmakers and their information,
and so on, this political process usually either reproduces initial distribu-
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tions or increases inequalities (Harvey, 1973, pp. 73-79; Elkin, 1987, pp.
93-102).

The framework of privatized land use decisionmaking according to un-
questioned routines, coupled with interest-group bargaining over the
consequences of applying the framework, illustrates one of several “hid-
den mechanisms” that David Harvey (1973, esp. chap. 3) argues produce
and reproduce social inequalities and oppression in cities. Policies to im-
prove the lives and opportunities of the poor, the marginalized, or those
otherwise disadvantaged will have little effect unless these hidden mecha-
nisms are understood and restructured. Two other such mechanisms that
Harvey cites are location and adaptability.

The location of land use projects often has serious redistributional im-
pact on residents of a city. Some, usually the poor and unorganized, are
displaced by projects. The location of production facilities, public ser-
vices, transportation facilities, housing, and shopping areas affects differ-
ent sectors of the population differently. Proximity to one facility may
benefit some, by giving them easier or less costly access to a good or
activity. Proximity to another kind of facility, on the other hand, may dis-
advantage some by imposing inconveniences such as dirt, noise, or envi-
ronmental danger. Although a person’s own material situation may remain
constant, his or her life opportunities may nevertheless change signifi-
cantly because of surrounding changes (Harvey, 1973, pp. 56-63). The
losses caused by urban changes may involve not only monetary burdens,
inconvenience, and loss of access to resources and services, but also the
loss of the very environment that helps define a person’s sense of self or a
group’s space and culture (Elkin, 1987, p. 90).

Another hidden mechanism of redistribution, according to Harvey, is
the different adaptability of groups: some groups are better able than oth-
ers to adjust to change in the urban environment. Thus one group’s adjust-
ment often lags behind another’s, usually increasing inequality between
them. Sometimes the disparity is caused by differences in initial levels of
material resources. Just as often, however, the differences in ability to
adjust have their sources in culture or life style (Harvey, 1973, pp. 62-64).
Poverty, exploitation, marginalization, and cultural imperialism often de-
termine that those less able to adapt to urban changes are more often
required to do so (Elkin, 1987, p. 86).

(c) I have already noted how bureaucratic rationality imposes an ab-
stract space of order and function over the lived space of multiuse interac-
tion. The twentieth century has seen a steady increase in the functionali-
zation and segregation of urban space. The earliest separation was the
creation of residential districts spatially separated from manufacturing,
retail, entertainment, commerce, and government. Recent decades, how-
ever, have seen a rapid increase in the spatial segregation of each of these
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other functions from one another. Each sort of activity occurs in its own
walled enclaves, distinctly cut off from the others.

The separation of functions in urban space reduces the vitality of cities,
making city life more boring, meaningless, and dangerous. Downtown
districts bustling with people in the day hours become eerily deserted at
night, when people swarm to the indoor shopping mall, which, despite
the best efforts of designers, is boring and frenetic. Residential neighbor-
hoods find few people on the streets either day or night, because there is
nowhere to go and not much to look at without appearing to encroach on
the privacy of others.

This separation of functions augments oppression and domination in
several ways. The territorial separation of workplaces from residential
communities divides the interest of working people between the shop
floor, on the one hand, and consumer and neighborhood concerns, on the
other. While corporate and state bureaucrats construct their bird’s-eye
view of cities and regions, citizens are unable to engage in significant col-
lective action on the same scale, because the separation of home and work
prevents them from constructing a larger pattern.

Territorial separation of residences from shopping centers, manufactur-
ing, public plazas, and so on has specific damaging consequences for the
lives of women, especially mothers. A full-time homemaker and mother
who lives in a central city apartment within walking distance of stores,
restaurants, offices, parks, and social services has a life very different from
that of the woman who spends her day in a suburban house surrounded for
miles by only houses and schools. The separation of urban functions forces
homemaking women into isolation and boredom. It also makes their
work—shopping, occupying children, taking them to activities, going to
doctors, dentists, insurance agents, and so on—more difficult and time
consuming. To the degree that they retain primary responsibility for chil-
dren and other dependent family members, working women too suffer
from the spatial separation of urban functions, which often limits their
work opportunities to the few usually low-paying clerical and service jobs
close to residential locations, or else forces them to traverse large spans of
city space each day in a triangle or square, from home to child care to work
to grocery store to child care to home (Hayden, 1983, pp. 49-59). The
separation of functions and the consequent need for transportation to get
to jobs and services also contributes directly to the increased marginality
of old people, poor people, disabled people, and others who because of
life situation as well as limited access to resources are less able to move
independently in wide areas.

One aspect of the normative ideal of city life, I have said, is a social
differentiation without exclusion. Groups will differentiate by affinities,
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but the borders will be undecidable, and there will be much overlap and
intermingling. One of the most disturbing aspects of contemporary urban
life is the depth and frequency of aversive behavior which occurs within it.
Group segregation is produced by aversive perceptions that deprecate
some groups, defining them as entirely other, to be shunned and avoided.
Banks, real estate firms, city officials, newspapers, and residents all pro-
mote an image of neighborhoods as places where only certain kinds of
people belong and others do not, deeply reinforcing aversive racism and
the mechanism by which some groups are constructed as the depised Oth-
ers. Zoning regulation enforces class segregation, and to a large degree
racial segregation as well, by, for example, excluding multifamily dwell-
ings from prosperous neighborhoods and even from entire municipalities.
These group exclusions produce the conditions for harrassment of or vio-
lence against any persons found where they do not “belong.” The myth of
neighborhood community, of common values and life style, I have ar-
gued, fuels such exclusions.

The separation perhaps most far reaching in its effect on social justice is
the legal separation of municipalities themselves. While social and eco-
nomic processes have nearly obliterated any distinction between urban
and rural life, and corporate and bureaucratic planning encompasses huge
metropolitan regions, these same regions include scores of legally distinct
municipalities, with their own local governments, ordinances, and public
services. To avoid the ugliness, complexity, and dangers of contemporary
city life, and often to avoid having to interact with certain kinds of people,
many people seek community in the suburbs and small towns outside the
city. The town’s smallness and the fact that it is legally autonomous to
make its own ordinances within the limits of state and federal regulation
produce the illusion of local control. In fact the separation of towns ren-
ders them powerless against corporate and bureaucratic domination.

The legal and social separation of city and suburbs, moreover, contrib-
utes to social injustice. A direct relation of exploitation exists between
most large American cities and their suburbs. Residents of the suburbs
work in the city, use the city’s services, and enjoy its life but, except in
those rare cases where there is a city income or sales tax, pay no taxes to
the city. Suburban municipalities usually benefit from their proximity to
the city, but their legal autonomy ensures that they pay little or nothing
for these benefits (Lowi, 1969, p. 197; Harvey, 1973, p. 94).

By means of their legal autonomy, some municipalities exclude certain
kinds of people and certain kinds of activities from their borders. Because
local governments generate funds to pay for local services by taxing resi-
dents, some towns and cities have far better schools and services than
others. Because each municipality runs its own schools, police, fire de-
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partment, and other public services, there is often an unjust and ineffi-
cient imbalance in the density and quality of services among different
areas.

In the context of a large-scale and interdependent economic system
under the control of private capital, “autonomy becomes a lead weight for
the majority of cities, with only the most affluent towns able to create
privilege from their formal independence. The political autonomy of
places, as well as the planning power this entails, reproduces and exagger-
ates the inequalities between places rather than leveling them” (Logan
and Molotch, 1987, p. 152).

These injustices have their primary source in the structural organiza-
tion of decisionmaking. While all of the problems of city life I have dis-
cussed in this section involve distributive issues, the full extent of oppres-
sion and domination they involve can be understood only by considering
culture and decisionmaking structures as they affect city geography, activ-
ities, and distributions.

EMPOWERMENT WITHOUT AUTONOMY

I have agreed with many participatory democratic theorists that democra-
tization of governmental and corporate decisionmaking is necessary to
undermine domination and oppression. Many theorists of participatory
democracy identify such democratization with the decentralization of
urban decisionmaking and the creation of small autonomous local commu-
nities. In this concluding section I shall challenge this model of democ-
racy, and argue instead that social justice involving equality among groups
who recognize and affirm one another in their specificity can best be real-
ized in our society through large regional governments with mechanisms
for representing immediate neighborhoods and towns.

To solve the problems of the domination of cities by state and corporate
bureaucracies, Gerald Frug (1980) recommends legal, economic, and so-
cial reforms that would vest in municipalities autonomous local control
over most of the activity within their borders. Decentralizing power and
giving real power to cities requires, in his view, the municipalization of
control over economic enterprise; the split between private and public
corporate power should be transcended, and cities should have real auton-
omous control over the major productive, financial, and commercial enti-
ties within their borders. As a first step, Frug recommends that control
over banking and insurance institutions be turned over to cities, which
thereby would gain real power over investment decisions and the direc-
tion of building and development, as well as revenue sources in profit-
making institutions. The purpose of such economic control, however, is to
decentralize state power, and create autonomous political entities inter-
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mediate between the individual and the state, which provide individuals
the opportunity for genuine participation and self-determination.

Murray Bookchin, to take another example, also calls for the municipal-
ization of economic activity and the creation of small, decentralized, au-
tonomous local communities, where people experience the rewards of cit-
izenship through face-to-face interaction, discussion, and decisionmaking.
The tendency toward urban sprawl, corporate internationalism, and polit-
ical centralization and bureaucratization should be reversed. Municipal
power should be institutionalized in a system of small-scale organic com-
munities linked only by confederative agreements, over which no central
state power is sovereign (Bookchin, 1987, pp. 245-70). Some other writ-
ers do not call for completely abolishing the state, but nevertheless take
decentralized local autonomy as a priority (e.g., Sunstein, 1989, pp. 24—
26; Elkin, 1987, chap. 7).

There is much compelling about such visions, which are common
among democratic theorists critical of the hierarchy, expertism, and bu-
reaucracy of contemporary advanced industrial society. Democratization
requires the development of grass-roots institutions of local discussion and
decisionmaking. Such democratization is meaningless unless the deci-
sions include participation in economic power. Investment and land use
will often cause or reinforce oppression when they are dominated by pri-
vate corporate interests (see Elkin, 1987, pp. 174-80). Nevertheless, 1
wish to question the common identification of democracy with decentral-
ized power vested in autonomous local communities. It is necessary to
distinguish local empowerment from local autonomy.

Writers who call for the creation of decentralized municipal units with
legal and economic autonomy rarely define precisely what they mean by
autonomy. For the sake of this discussion I will give it the following strong
meaning: An agent, whether individual or collective, is autonomous to the
degree that it has sole and final authority to decide on specific issues and
actions, and no other agent has the right to interfere. Autonomy implies
sovereignty. A vision of decentralized democracy composed of small mu-
nicipalities exercising autonomous local control, then, would mean at least
prima facie that citizens in each municipality decide their form of govern-
ment, what their rules and laws are, how their land and economic re-
sources will be used and invested, the character and extent of their public
services, and so on.

There are serious problems, however, with this vision of decentralized
democracy, which engage the deepest issues of social justice. I have al-
ready discussed how the existing autonomy of municipal zoning functions
in many municipalities to exclude low-income people as well as the jobs
they might wish to have close to home. The autonomous choice by many
municipalities not to run public transportation systems also excludes or
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isolates poor and old people. The autonomous choices of suburban com-
munities allow those communities to exploit the benefits of the city with-
out providing anything in return.

If the whole society were to be organized as a confederation of autono-
mous municipalities, what would prevent the development of large-scale
inequality and injustice among communities, and thereby the oppression
of individuals who do not live in the more privileged or more powerful
communities? Can an adequate level of social and welfare services be
guaranteed for all individuals, for example, if one increases local auton-
omy (cf. Frankel, 1987, pp. 34-49)? Greater local autonomy would be
likely to produce even more exaggerated forms of the inequities that cur-
rent decentralization produces: the concentration of needy people in
those locales that provide the more extensive social and welfare services,
putting an increased burden on them which their productive and resource
base cannot meet, while other municipalities turn their backs on what
they do not consider their problem. What, moreover, is to prevent the
economic exploitation of one municipality by another? If one municipal-
ity has a large source of water in an otherwise arid farming district, and
the others have nothing that municipality wants in return for use of the
water, they are likely to pay dearly, both in money and in political inde-
pendence.

The problems of atomism are the same whether the atoms are individu-
als, households, or cities. At least since Hobbes it has been clear that
without a sovereign authority to mediate and regulate relations between
agents, there is nothing to prevent domination, exploitation, and oppres-
sion. Bookchin’s suggestion that a set of marketlike contracts or confeder-
ative agreements can prevent such domination and oppression presumes
something even less true of municipalities than of individuals: that they
are equal in power, capacity, and resources. Where there are diverse and
unequal neighborhoods, towns, and cities, whose residents move in and
out of one another’s locales and interact in complex webs of exchange,
only a sovereign authority whose jurisdiction includes them all can medi-
ate their relations justly.

I do not mean to suggest that there is no room at all for local autonomy
as I have defined it. Certainly there is reason for a wide latitude of individ-
ual autonomy—a sphere of decisions which individuals have the sole right
to make, without interference from other agents, including state author-
ity. There is also reason for collectivities to have such autonomy over a
certain range of decisions and activities. Clubs, production facilities,
stores, political parties, neighborhood committees, and towns all should
have autonomy over certain actions. For both individuals and collectivi-
ties one should apply a modified Millian test. Agents, whether individual
or collective, have the right to sole authority over their actions only if the
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actions and their consequences (a) do not harm others, (b) do not inhibit
the ability of individuals to develop and exercise their capacities within
the limits of mutual respect and cooperation, and (c) do not determine
conditions under which other agents are compelled to act. These condi-
tions make the limits of autonomy narrow indeed—narrower, I suggest,
for collectivities than for individuals. For the actions of collective agents
are more likely to affect other agents in these ways than are the actions of
individuals.

The range of autonomous action defined by these conditions is neces-
sarily much narrower than the range our current legal system grants to
private corporations and municipalities. It is also much narrower than that
recommended or implied by most theorists of decentralized democracy.
Such limitation of autonomy need not be a limitation of freedom or power,
however, provided the bodies regulating the actions of individuals and
collectivities are democratic and participatory. The principle is simple:
wherever actions affect a plurality of agents in the ways I have specified,
all those agents should participate in deciding the actions and their con-
ditions.

The writers I have referred to call for decentralization and local auton-
omy as a means of counteracting hierarchical domination, alienation, and
powerlessness. But it is democratization that confronts those problems,
and democratization does not entail decentralization into small units of
autonomous local control. Governmental authority should become more
empowering but also more encompassing than municipal government is
now.

Autonomy is a closed concept, which emphasizes primarily exclusion,
the right to keep others out and to prevent them from interfering in deci-
sions and actions. Autonomy refers to privacy, in just the sense that cor-
porations are private in our current legal system. It should be distin-
guished from empowerment, which I define as participation of an agent in
decisionmaking through an effective voice and vote. Justice requires that
each person should have the institutionalized means to participate effec-
tively in the decisions that affect her or his action and the conditions of
that action. Empowerment is an open concept, a concept of publicity
rather than privacy. Agents who are empowered with a voice to discuss
ends and means of collective life, and who have institutionalized means of
participating in those decisions, whether directly or through representa-
tives, open together onto a set of publics where none has autonomy.

Empowerment means, at minimum, expanding the range of decisions
that are made through democratic processes. Even if nothing else
changed about the American political system, for example, extensive de-
mocratization would occur if the regulations and policies currently made
by executive governmental authority were opened to democratic partici-
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pation. If the use of major capital resources, to take a different example,
were decided through discussion and democratic decisionmaking, this
would represent a major change in power relations.

Dismantling the bureaucratic hierarchies of governmental and corpo-
rate power and bringing decisions such as these under democratic control,
however, does also mean that participation must become more immedi-
ate, accessible, and local. Theorists of decentralized local democracy are
right in their conviction that democratic participation means that author-
ity cannot be concentrated in a center, far away from the majority of peo-
ple who are affected by it. It does mean that there must be local institu-
tions, right where people live and work, through which they participate in
the making of regulations. Thus, along with many other theorists of par-
ticipatory democracy, I imagine neighborhood assemblies as a basic unit
of democratic participation (cf. Elkin, 1987, p. 176; Bay, 1981, pp. 152
60; Jacobs, chap. 21), which might be composed of representatives from
workplaces, block councils, local churches and clubs, and so on as well as
individuals. Despite my earlier criticism of his communitarianism, I find
Barber’s proposals about the role and functioning of such assemblies very
good (Barber, 1984, pp. 269-72). Their purpose is to determine local pri-
orities and policy opinions which their representatives should voice and
defend in regional assemblies. The jurisdiction of neighborhood assem-
blies might correspond to existing municipalities, and there might be sev-
eral in large metropolitan areas. But in such a scheme of restructured
democracy municipalities as we now know them would cease to have sov-
ereign authority.

In order to solve the problems of cities I identified in the previous sec-
tion, the lowest level of governmental power should be regional (Lowi,
1969, chaps. 9 and 10; Harvey, 1973, pp. 110-11). I conceive a region as
both an economic unit and a territory that people identify as their living
space. A region is the space across which people commonly travel to work,
shop, play, visit their friends, and take the children on errands, the span
of a day trip. It is the range of television and radio transmission. The
expanse of a region thus varies with culture, geography, economic base,
and primary modes of transportation. Regions usually have a city or clus-
ter of cities as a focus of their activity and identity, but include less
densely populated suburban and rural areas. While hardly economically
self-sufficient, regions nevertheless count as units of economic interde-
pendence, the geographical territory in which people both live and work,
in which major distribution occurs, much of it of products made in the
region.

Not even regional governments should have complete autonomy, but
their power would be extensive, matching or exceeding the present pow-
ers of local municipalities: powers of legislation, regulation, and taxation,
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significant control over land use and capital investment, and control over
the design and administration of public services. Such regional govern-
ment should be composed of representatives from neighborhood assem-
blies, which hold those representatives accountable. Neighborhoods and
workplaces would have considerable powers of implementing regional
policy and administering public services. At the level of regional govern-
ment, finally, the system of representation for oppressed groups that I
recommended in Chapter 7 would operate. Workplaces, neighborhood
assemblies, and other collectives might choose to have group-based cau-
cuses, but at the regional level group representation would be guaranteed
by right. These provisions of local participation in the discussion and im-
plementation of policy would empower individuals and social groups at
the same time that policy would regulate perhaps millions of people in a
wide jurisdiction.

This discussion of the levels and forms of government raises the ques-
tion of whether state and federal government as they currently exist in the
United States are appropriate forms. Many metropolitan regions now spill
into several states, and the fact that a region is ruled by different state laws
often leads to contradiction and irrationality. It would take us too far afield
to consider this question of the role or appropriateness of state and na-
tional government. The arguments I have made about the dangers of au-
tonomy would seem to indicate, however, that several levels of govern-
ment are necessary to coordinate social relations and promote justice.
Nevertheless, justice might require a fundamental reorganization of state
and national government.

Besides making rules and laws, the primary functions of regional gov-
ernment would be planning and the provision of services. Only regionally
scaled planning and service provision can solve the problems of domina-
tion and oppression which typify urban life today.

Democratized regional-level investment decisionmaking would end
corporate monopoly of the productive capital of the region. With control
over many investment decisions, regions could plan to meet their indus-
trial, commercial, housing, transportation, and recreational development
needs, not with an eye to private profit for absentee owners, but with an
eye to what is needed and useful. In democratized regional planning many
disagreements and conflicts would often no doubt occur among diverse
sectors, groups, and interests about how best to use large capital re-
sources, and the decisions would perhaps not always be the wisest or most
rational. But it is unlikely that when a region already has five huge shop-
ping malls, a democratic public would decide to construct another right
across the highway from one of them, with the primary purpose of draw-
ing business away from it. Nor would democratic investment planning be
likely to result in the construction of additional luxury office space in a city
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with a surplus of offices. Broad democratic planning is more likely to re-
sult in rational and just distributive decisions, that is, than hundreds of
autonomous public and private units attempting to maximize their per-
ceived interests.

Regional-level service provision can solve many of the problems of in-
justice that I have identified as currently endemic to urban life. A primary
task of regional government would be to provide regionally (and perhaps
nationally) standardized services many of which are now paid for and run
by individual municipalities: schools, libraries, fire and police protection,
health and welfare services, highways, transportation, sanitation, and so
on. As I mentioned earlier, while standards and policy would be region-
ally based, they would be administered locally. Regional standardization
of services would build on a trend already exemplified in our society by
public transportation systems and health maintenance organizations. Re-
gionally run public services maximize efficiency in those systems. It is
silly and artificial for fifteen small municipalities to maintain their own fire
departments when each uses its three trucks only twice a year. But the
major benefit of regionally based public services is that they best promote
justice. Regionally standardized and regionally financed schools, for ex-
ample, would reduce the motivation for “white flight” and the resultant
degradation of schools in the inner city. Such regionally administered
schools should go together with school councils that seriously empower
parents and teachers to make policy for their own schools (see Bastian et
al., 1986, chap. 6). Regional democratically developed and administered
transportation services would reduce the isolation of certain populations,
and thereby reduce their marginalization.

Regional planning and service provision would have to attend to the
problems of structural injustice that Harvey (1973) discusses: the fact that
the location of facilities and services can advantage some and disadvantage
others; the fact that some groups may be better able to adapt to urban
change than others; and the fact that some groups may have more power
and influence than others. With traditional forms of interest-group bar-
gaining and brokering there is no reason to think that regional policies
would fare any better in countering structural injustices than current city
policies. But with restructured processes of democratic participation that
include provision for the effective and specific representation of op-
pressed and disadvantaged groups, such injustices would be much less
likely to be reproduced as a matter of course.

To conclude, consider some principles that regional representatives
ought to follow. First, regions should promote liberty. Major capital in-
vestment decisions, development, construction, and planning decisions,
I have said, should be public, democratic, participatory, and regional in
scope. This does not preclude any and all manner of “private enter-
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prise”—individuals and collectives engaging in a diversity of activities of
their choosing for ends they privately determine. Government at what-
ever level—whether regional, state, or national—should protect and en-
courage the liberty of individuals and collectives to do what they choose
within the limits of regulation and planning decisions. Individuals and
collectives should not only be able to do what they want, but they should
be able to do it where they want, as long as their activity does not harm
other agents or inhibit their ability to develop and exercise their capaci-
ties. This means a reformation in the meaning and function of zoning (cf.
Hayden, 1983, pp. 177-82; Sennett, 1970, chap. 4). The ideal of differen-
tiated city life means in principle that people should not have power or
authority to exclude persons or activities from public territory. People
should be able to set up a store or a restaurant, build whatever dwelling
they wish, set up a production facility, make a park, operate a religious
center or counseling service for any population, without zoning regula-
tions that limit their location choices. Potential neighbors must be free to
discourage them, but they must not have the authority of law to exclude
unwanted activities or constructions.

Second, as a matter of principle, regional planning decisions should be
aimed at minimizing segregation and functionalization, and fostering a
diversity of groups and activities alongside of and interspersed with one
another. Fostering multiuse neighborhoods maximizes convenient access
to goods, services, and public spaces for residents, and thereby minimizes
some of the oppressions of marginalization. Fostering diversity of space
and land use, moreover, rather than the functionalization of space, tends
to make any facility more attractive and human. A production facility situ-
ated near residences, a day-care center, and a public park is more likely
to regulate its polluting effects and make its building moderately attrac-
tive than one out of sight in a suburban industrial park, which invisibly
endangers the health of nearby residents.

Regionally based public policy, planning, and service provision, finally,
should be committed to fostering public spaces—assembly halls, indoor
and outdoor plazas, wide sidewalks, recreation facilities and parks. Such
spaces should be open to all activities, except perhaps selling things, and
closed to vehicular traffic. There must be easy access to their use, with
permits required only for the sake of safety and fairness, so that, for exam-
ple, one group does not dominate a whole park or plaza day after day.
Speechmaking, sign-carrying, and other modes of expression should be
possible at any time, without a permit, as should the assembly of small
groups.

In this chapter I have criticized a predominant tendency in participatory
democratic theory to deny or think away social difference by appeal to an
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ideal of community. I have tried to fill out the implications of a politics of
difference by envisioning an ideal of city life as a being together of strang-
ers in openness to group difference. This ideal cannot be implemented as
such. Social change arises from politics, not philosophy. Ideals are a cru-
cial step in emancipatory politics, however, because they dislodge our
assumption that what is given is necessary. They offer standpoints from
which to criticize the given, and inspiration for imagining alternatives.
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