June Jordan
Diversity or Death

diversity. On this intrepid coatinent, the
rivers and the lakes lay underneath one
moon. The mountains and the . prairies

|n the beginning was the Indian and no

and forests stretched, immeasurable but |

close, from snowy-space to flowering wild
trees within two boundaries of one un-

fathomable ocean. And birds and grizzly’

bears abounded usider one fcrociou‘s.but
supportive solar light. And constellations

in the ¢véning skies pursued their dark’

track cycles and returned, one twinkling
mystery forever fixed above this one but
ample Earth. And there was no diversity.

In the beginning was the Indian and
winters spent in prayerful memories of
spring, and summers spent in faithful
preparation for perpetual necessities—for
fire and for berries and for salmon and for

venison preserved against the long nights-

leading to a final, frozen sleep.

In the beginning was the Indian and
there was réverence for momings, rever-
ence for rocks, reverence for the rain, and
obedience to the winds and to the chang-
"g temperatures of any day. In the begin-

.ng was the Indian and no diversity.

Tribal groupings-that exceeded 700 sep-
arate but interrelated societies just existed
side by side, or distantly: No single Native
American nation declared itself the ruling
normative social event which would,
therefore, determine any other people as
deviant or mainstream,

But then, when Christopher Columbus
and when the English and when the Ger-
mans came to this same continerit, they—
these invading Europeans—invented ideas
about human beings differing from them-
selves and these ideas allowed these aliens
to designate the aborigines as heathen sav-
ages deserving genocidal displacement

- and assault.

In the beginning there was no diversity.
Diversity implies a standard. A man is not
a standard.

But, to the Europeans who arrived, be-
latedly, in North America, there were no
other men, or women, or children living
here. An Indian is not 2 man.

And so, those emigrating newcomers
arrogated privileges of normative identity
to themselves. They proclaimed them-
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selves the in-gr at defined cveryone
clse, everyone different; as peripheral, at
best, or rather ‘more likely, ds “uncivil-

later, as “three-fifths of a man."

rive from European history and presence.
- For sure, this was an upside-down, im-
perial process of empowerment: first, at-
tempting to exterminate the Native Amer-
ican occupants of this voluptuous terrain;
then proceeding to import a million-fold
involuntary African population; and then
expanding westward on the strength of
bloody conquest of Mexican territories,
Mexican peoples, whom we are pleased,
today, to acknowledge as Chicanos.
~Europeans established themselves on
the land of this New World. But not every-
one who ‘was not European died. Not
everyone not European disappeared from
this America. And, lo, the “issue™ of di-
vérsity arose.

T oday, suddenly, it seems, the hetero-
| seneity-of these United States has

" been discovered. Demographic pro-
jections for the year 2000 and beyond em-
phasize  the steadily receding prominence
of white Americans: Increasingly, the ma-
jority American population will neither be
“white™ nor native speakers of English. In-
creasingly, in other words, the demo-
graphic facts of national life will mirror the
racial and ethnic and linguistic realities
that obtain, worldwide.

Since our compulsory public school
system now fails this impending new
American majority, the American busi-
ness community, for example, has become
extremely pessimistic: Who will constitute
the American labor force unless deep and
immediate changes take place in our class-
rooms, coast to coast?

~ In the realm of what's called higher ed-
ucation, here, “diversity” has become a
code word for interracial, inter-thnic con-
flict heated to explosive levels of intensity.
At the University of California, Berkeley,
for instance, the most recent entering
freshman class, for the first time, ever, did
not body forth a white majority: Those de-
mographics accurately reflect the compo-
sition of California statewide. At this same
university, the faculty remains 91 per cent
white and 89 per cent male, and the cur-
riculum maintains its traditional, Euro-
centric bias. ¢ ‘

Against such an unarguable mismatch,
progressive Berkeley students have
formed a multicultural and multi-cthnic

By dint of homicidal force; the only valid
~man and the only valid culture must de-

‘United Front that recently organized an

80 per cent successful strike. Demanding
“diversity"” and the hiring and recruitment
of people of color, this coalition also called
for across-the-board, intensified affirma-
tive action and-the establishment of a gay
and lesbian studies center.

HoNk FOR DIVERSITY, the placards
read. Or: HONK FOR ACADEMIC AND
SociaL EQuALITY.

Some of these student leaders seem to
believe that “diversity” is new. But the
Earth has always been diversified as to the
peoples, living, or trying to live, here.
Power, on the contrary, has been a peculiar
phenomenon concentrated in few places
and few families—or interest groups—rel-
ative 1o the whole.

. What's new, then, is not “diversity™
but, rather, our efforts inside the United
States to redistribute power so that people

. of whatever color or culture or sexual per-

suasion shall possess equality before the
law and due representation in government
and due representation in the academic

-curricula and on the faculties and in the

student bodies of our democracy.

-If we do not know Chinese, if we know
little or nothing about India or Japan, then
how will'we, Americans, hope to deal in
the Twenty-first Century? And on what ba-
sis—other than arrogance fontified by the
Marines?

If we do not know Spanish, the lan-
guage of the fastest growing segment of our
total population, if we know nothing about
Afro-American history and culture, if we
persist in the traditional American atti-
tude that the only good Indian is a dead
Indian, then who will we, Americans, be-
come?

" How shall we hope to cohere as a union
of disparate but faithful citizens?

How shall we dare to assume any moral
authority anywhere?

Either we will redistribute power so as
to provide for equality of participation
and respect and protection or we will per-
ish as a democratic state at the very mo-
ment when, from Berlin to Lithuania to
Johannesburg to Tiananmen Square, the
fever for freedom under law becomes the
global conflagration that burns with a fer-
var to rival the light of the stars above.

_-And in this new reckoning with free-
dom, and with the academic and legal and
political and linguistic requirements of
freedom inside a democracy, let us not for-
get the freedom to love: If we even tolerate
any oppression of gay and lesbiaa Amer-

icans, if we join those who would intrude -
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upon the choices of our hearts. then who
among us shall be free?

Freedom is not divisible. Equality can-
not be qualified.

Opposition to diversity is opposition to
life itself.

And we who dtversnf) the species even
as we breathc—cthuically/racially/sex-
ually—we must move. together. for the
empowerment of the diversity we prove

or we must agree to the consequences of

our own docility: our death.

nd so I am heartened by such good
news as one can find:

% The Madison Plan at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin, Madison. Instituted
by Chaacellor Donna E. Shalala. this plan
agsresswc!v seeks to transform the fourth-
largest state university in the United States
so that its faculty :md student body and
um quahfy for ‘the Twenty-first
,,as’ deknsublc dcmocrnuc publu
_»ducation.

1 The American Cultures Requircnicent
at the University of Cilifornia, Berkeley.
which, as of the fall of 1991 Will ar least
recognize the necessity of some knosledpe

Either we will
redistribute power
SO as to provide
for equality of
participation and
respect and protection
or we will perish as
a democratic state.

of’ majority peoplcs lives, past and cur-
fent,

~ 9 Progn.sswc students at Duluth, Min-
ncsota. who have organized on the basis
of"gay and lesbian rights and who have
themselves become integral allics of the
fight for Native American trcaty rughls

1 Progressive students at Havertord,

Pennsylvania. and at the University of

Massachusetts. Boston. who have signed
up for direct action on behalf of the Chip-
pewa Indian treaty rights now jeopardized
by the Ku Klux Klan kinds of racist prop-
aganda and auack.

9 The Great Lakes Indian Fish and
Wildlife Commission (P.O. Box 9.
Odanah. Wl 34861, Phone: (715) 682-
6619). which has published A Guide to
Understanding Chippewa Treaty Rights.™

1 believe this is our chance 1o return to
the beginning of America. In the beginning
there was the Indian. In the beginning
there was human life and animal life and
variegated terrain as infinitely distinct and
precious as the cells that underhc exist-
ence.

The advent of Europeans to this con-
tinent Jisturbed the just and peaccful equi-
poise implied by our survival. That hap-
pened a long time ago. and that disruption
haunts our destiny today.

‘But we are fortunate. Not all of the cur-
rently powerful are blind. Not all of the
currently priv teged despise the clear com
mandments of a democratic state. And,
aat all of all the rest of us have died. M
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