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The popular press, especially that on the conservative side, is challenging 
cultural diversity initiatives on college campuses. The New Republic devoted 
an entire issue to the subject, with a feature article by Irving Howe defending 
the literary "canon." It also included a castigation of the multicultural 
programs at Duke University, the University of Texas at Austin, Smith 
College and others; a satiric "mea culpa" essay by a doctoral candidate at 
Harvard; a statement by the conservative National Association of Scholars 
(N.A.S.); a list of interdicted words for politically correct (P.C.) journalism; 
and more. "Campus reports" from several schools-including Wisconsin
Madison, Yale, and Oberlin-describe university initiatives and student 
backlash. Students not protected and favored by new legislation ad policies, 
the reports go, are reacting with racism, sexism, and other forms of hatred 
toward those groups who are so favored. "Multiculturalism," states an 
editorial article, is "neither multi nor cultural. In practice, its objective is a 
unanimity of thought on campus that, if successful, would effectively end 
open exchange." True multiculturalism, the article goes on, would "set no 
borders to texts and ideas, histories and cultures, lives and images, from 
worlds alien to our own" (5-6). The Republic's position is that affirmative 
action in admissions and hiring and a multicultural curriculum do not 
lessen the real problems ofracism, poverty, dependency, and crime that are 
the true injustices in our society. 

In a feature article by Dinesh D'Souza, a research fellow at the American 
Enterprise Institute, The Atlantic Monthly takes a similar position: "Young 
blacks, Hispanics, and other certified minority-group members in whose 
name the victims' revolution is being conducted are the ones worst served 
by the American university's abandonment of liberal ideals" (79). Treated 
not as individuals but as members of a group-individual is becoming a "red 
flag term" (55)-these students are denied personal identity and sense of 
accomplishment. D'Souza, in this excerpt from his controversial book 
illiberal Education: The Politics of Race on Campus, links deconstruction as 
a literary theory with multicultural initiatives, especially at Duke. If texts 
have no meaning of themselves, he paraphrases the doctrine, then there is 
no canon and all works may be included in the curriculum. D'Souza sees 
fundamental changes taking place in American universities: 'These are 
changes in the intellectual and moral infrastructure of the American 
university, not in its outer trappings. They involve not only race relations 
or social relations of other kinds but the very substance of the curriculum, 
the nature oflearning, and the meaning of knowledge. Within the tall gates 
and old buildings a new world view is being consolidated" (52). 
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In a final example of this examination by the popular press, Time magazine 
sees "a literature class that equated Shakespeare and the novelist Alice 
Walker" and "a society in which some of the teachers reject the very ideas of 
rationality, logic and dialogue as the cornerstone assumptions oflearning
even when discussing science" (66). Like D'Souza and the editors of New 
Republic, Henry views the changes on campus as long-term and permeating 
other levels of education. "In the process," he concludes, "the American 
tradition of tolerance in diversity, an uneven tradition at best, may be 
strained as rarely before" (69). If these writers are extremists in their 
criticisms of the campus scene, universities would do well to examine 
multicultural initiatives for the presence of political extremism there too. In 
striving to broaden education from a restricted European base, we may 
indeed overlook what we are about. Broader representation, conceded by 
most critics as desirable, does not necessarily rely on an assumption that 
"Western values are inherently oppressive, that the chief purpose of educa
tion is political transformation, and that all standards are arbitrary" (Atlantic 
51). In Minnesota, as in other parts of the country, our students are rebelling 
against restrictions and requirements aimed at diversity. Like a student 
quoted in English Journal, they ask, "Why do we have to learn about China?" 
(Olds 20)-or read African-American or women's literature? Their questions 
represent a backlash by those students not included in the newly favored 
groups. This backlash is a problem. Those students who are part of the 
favored groups are another part of the problem. Both sides are victims of 
oppression, as Barbara Ehrenreich reasons in an essay responding to 
multiculturalism's critics; we are all victims of monoculturalism, a "narrow 
and parochial" education "that left us ill-equipped to navigate a society that 
truly is multicultural and is becoming more so every day" (84). 

The current reactions to cultural diversity initiatives--from students, fac
ulty, and the popular press-may stem from the fact that the turmoil on 
campuses represents an intermediate stage of transformation. In an essay 
on the introduction of works by women writers into the literary canon, Mary 
Kay Tetreault describes five phases of the feminist evolution that I think can 
be applied also to the multicultural evolution in education: first she 
identifies a "male scholarship" phase, when the "absence of women is not 
noted"; then there is a "compensatory phase," when the work of women is 
considered "exceptional"; then a "bifocal phase," when there is an effort to 
include women writers, with a "focus on women's oppression and misogyny"; 
then a "feminist scholarship phase," in which "women's activities, not men's, 
are the measure of significance"; and finally a "multifocal, relational" phase, 
characterized by a "gender-balanced perspective" (372-374). I believe that 
Tetreault's model has implications beyond identifying the present state of 
women's scholarship in the literary canon; I want to suggest it as a model 
for describing the broadening of all curriculums. 

Like women's scholarship, minority and multicultural literature is at some 
intermediate stage of introduction. On most college campuses, we have left 
behind the monocultural phase and perhaps even the second, compensa
tory, phase. In most cases, we are probably still functioning at a bifocal 
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phase, characterized by our efforts to include multicultural writing and 
history, though some of us have proceeded to a multicultural scholarship 
phase in which multicultural literature is valued for itself. The current 
popularity of specialized multicultural anthologies is evidence that most of 
us are not ready yet for a multifocal, balanced phase in which multicultural 
literature is simply accepted as part of what we do and are about. Only when 
a "holistic view of human experience," in Tetreault's words (372). takes over 
can we expect to see an end to resistance. In the meantime, we need to deal 
with the resistance. 

Sameness and difference are basic to human life. We are all like one another, 
yet we are all different. As in the analogy of the Stevie Wonder and Paul 
McCartney song, we are all side by side on a keyboard-each alike in relation 
to the whole but each different as discrete parts of that whole, In our joint 
contributions to the whole, we can create harmony or discord. Cultural 
diversity emphases seem to focus on either sameness of difference: to value 
the cultures of others because on this globe we are all one, and under the 
skin are all the same, or to value the cultures of others because we can 
benefit from the difference. 

In an English Journal essay on "Sameness and Difference," Jerry L. Martin 
of the National Endowment for the Humanities deals with this issue. Plato, 
he says, speculated that sameness and difference are the fundamental 
categories of thought. Martin compares life today with that of Homeric 
society, declaring that we are widely different in terms, not only of technol
ogy, but of what we value in life. Yet we are still the same; as humans, we 
share certain features that are not common to other beings-the capabilities 
for reflection on the past and projections of the future, the ability to reason. 
If we shared nothing with Achilles, says Martin, we could learn nothing from 
him. "For a moment we can become Achilles and enter his world" (19). 

Martin asks the question fundamental to the study of diverse cultures: "Why 
does the emphasis on Difference matter?" (19). It is not enough to say that 
other cultures and ideas are interesting, nor is it satisfying to think they are 
intrinsically superior. What makes it important for us to know them and 
understand them is that as human beings we have that capacity, and to deny 
it makes us "prisoners of the present moment, of the present place. We 
must," says Martin, "have the capacity to enter foto other worlds-imagina
tively-if we are to conceive and to create our own world" ( 19). Difference can 
become sameness. We know ourselves by knowing others. 

Martin's reasoningjustifies incorporating cultural diversity into our worlds. 
Whoever we are and however we construct our realities and whatever ideas 
we espouse, there are other people, other realities, other ideas that can 
broaden who we are and what we think. The rationale that by understanding 
others we better understand ourselves, that knowledge of other worlds can 
expand our worlds, responds to the student complaint that they see no good 
reason for reading the writing of women or of people of color. The standard 
response is that this reading will expose them to the varieties of people they 
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will encounter after they leave this little cocoon of a predominantly white 
middle-class university and enter the business world where diversity may be 
years ahead of that of academia. The response of the human~t~es-of the 
dialectic between sameness and difference, between the unfamiliar and the 
familiar, between, in the words of Martin, "the Achilles who lies dead and 
silent on the windy plains of Troy and the Achilles who through Homer 
speaks to us across the ages still" (19)-is a more fitting reply. Through 
reading, we can become Achilles and enter his world. 

We tend to favor sameness. Sameness is comfortable. Sameness is 
comforting. Sameness is necessary. To engage our students in the 
difference of other cultures and ideas requires more than adopting a cross
cultural textbook or including on our syllabus the writings of Bell Hooks and 
Mary Wilkins Freeman. Even so, students in central Minnesota do not hav:e 
closed minds. They are not, despite the Garrison Keillor myth and predomi
nance of blue eyes and blonde hair, all the same-"above average" or 
whatever. To meet their willingness to learn, I suggest that we study the 
rhetoric of cultural diversity, that we first examine the rhetorical situation 
of introducing it onto the freshman composition classroom and then explore 
ways of engaging it. 

Lloyd Bitzer's paradigm of the rhetorical situation is appropriate here-a
situation comprising an exigence, an audience, and constraints. Rhetorical 
situations, says Bitzer, are ubiquitous; they are occasions for addressing an 
audience in response to a particular need, such as supporting a colleague's 
motion in a business meeting or answering a teacher's query in a classroom. 
Many, perhaps most, of these situations expire because no one respo:r.i.ds to 
their exigence. The situation survives only of a writer/ speaker enters it and 
becomes a part of it. This entry alters the nature of the situation. 

TEXT 

EXIGENCE 

AUDIENCE 

Figure 1. The rhetorical situation 

As the writer/ speaker responds to the exigence, acknowledges the audience, 
and accepts the constraints, in the process producing text, the paradigm 
approaches the familiar ethos-pathos-logos communications triangle. The 
original exigence-audience-constraints paradigm remains at on~ angle 
(pathos), the newly entered writer is at another (ethos), and the resultmg text 
completes the pattern (logos). 

WRITER 
EXIGENCE 
AUDIENCE 

CONSTRAINTS 
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Figure 2. The communication triangle 

The freshman composition classroom offers many such rhetorical situa
tions. Let's attempt a description of the one at issue here. Its exigence is the 
c~l for an infusion of cultural diversity on Minnesota's predominantly white 
middle-class campuses and, more specifically, in English classes where the 
"canon" of readings has evidenced only tokens from writers who are women, 
~l~ck, ~erican Indian, Asian, homosexual, and otherwise culturally 
different from the norm. On the assumption that difference is a beneficial 

balance to sameness, cultural diversity initiatives promote such infusions. 
But this exigence is not necessarily shared by the audience. Our students 
are generally unaccustomed to the authorial voice of women, blacks, 
American Indians, and so on. To accept that these voices speak with as 
much authority (to use a pun intentionally) as the familiar canonical voices 
and, moreover, to lend credence to the unfamiliar viewpoints of these voices 
require some groundwork, a matter I'll return to later. ' 

The constraints may vary according to the classroom. The increasing 
nuI?-be: ?f culturall)'." diverse textbooks has lessened the constraint of ready 
availability of matenal. These reader-textbooks differ from one another in 
p~rpos~ and quality. but to~ether offer various selections for reading, 
discuss10n, and wntmg assignments. Another constraint may be the 
makeup of the class. The numbers of native Americans, African Americans, 
wom~n, ~?soon will ~nfluence the class's receptivity to diverse readings 
and its willmgness to discuss them. The teacher's orientation may be still 
another constraint. There are some who believe that only women can 
authoritatively teach women's literature, only blacks African American 
lite:ature, and so on. While there is some merit to this position, it seems 
entirely reasonable that men can read and teach women's literature with 
understanding and sensitivity and Caucasians, African American literature. 
To deny that such is possible would undercut the whole reason for 
incorporating culturally diverse readings into a writing or literature class
that is, to promote an understanding of another culture and thereby 
unders~and ourselves better. I won't attempt to exhaust all possible 
constramts; however, the teacher wanting to add cultural diversity to a 
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course ought to first consider what th~se co~straints :i~t ~~~~[o;:'~i 

rhetorical situatio?; the. theacher ~eeti~1e~::=~~n:traints in relation 
multicultural readmgs mig t examme au 
to one another. 

kn 1 dg· g the mutuality of likeness 
Bridging the gap of difference and ac owe m b t t· 1·ty,, i·n the lan-

. f ""d t•fl t· n" and "consu s an ia 1 , 
has reverberat10ns o i en 1 l~~ 10 . B k is more than a means 

guage of :e~:~~sB~:~i~~e;~~~~rti~-~~:rt ~; t~~ audience on order t
1
o 

to an en - , . din itself "as when people earnest y 
persuade the audience. Ilt is al~~:n e;e group ~r other " the identification 
yearn to identify themse ves Wl so • · · ' ("Rhetoric" 63) 

~:~!:gxpt~:i~s t~!~~f i:~i:~~ t;~~e;~~dti:tfifi~d~s~otih~~Bolleaguel:b!~gt 
t · · d A 1s t en i ie WI • · · · 

insofar as their int~re.s s are J~.1~~ ' , with a person other than himself. 
identified with B, A is subst~ ia ~ one To identify A with B is to make 
Yet at the same time he remams u1:1que .... 
A 'consubstantial' with B" (Rhetonc 20) • 

INTERESTS 
INTERESTS 

~---- _____ ,.,,;, -- - ----~ .-<.. ---- ----
A 

B 

Figure 3. Consubstantiality 

It seems, however, that to identi~ oneseulfltWlur.teh Tanh1?st~~ f:~ ~~y~:o~~:\;~ 
t frst know one s own c . , , 

~~!t;.~~~~~nt1~:i~i~~~~~~c:1t~~~;ak~~:~:s~;le~~i1i~~~~':id:~-o~i:r 
fam1har are ey Wl . h t engage in what Paulo Freire calls 
cultur~s, ~hef ~ay first av~ o awareness of their own culture. For 

:~~:a~~:;~~~
1
~~~b:~a~~~~

1

~cither t:~::~~:i;;~~c~~~!t;!i~i~~t:h~~:~;e~~ 
analyze their re~1ty, to beco;ne ~r . ·tuation" (Shor 225). Freire distin
and to take act10n to trans o~ err s1 d culture or options saying that 
guishes betwe~n nature, or gi~en l~~~t:e (Shor 6 5). So that bis students 
culture som~times mahsquera essea ries of pictures that generate discussions 
can tell the difference, e uses a 
about the differences between nature and culture. · 
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Practice: 

Discussions of cultural diversity might well begin with a heightened 
awareness of our students' own culture. To develop this awareness, we 
might have our students write for ten or fifteen minutes about the 
cultural influences ori their lives, such as family, school, national 
background, sex, and race. Then for several minutes they discuss their 
culture with a class partner, identifying who they are in terms of the 
cultural influences they wrote about and what the major influences on 
their lives have been. They would answer the question, "What does it 
mean to be X?" Working in pairs, they do more than conscientize their 
own culture; they also realize the similarities and differences in the 
culture of their classmates. At this point, they are ready to read an essay 
or story selected for its difference from the dominant culture. With their 
partners, students then discuss how their cultural backgrounds influ
ences their reading. Finally, they take pen in hand again, this time to 
explore how their reading might have altered given one difference in their 
own background, such as sex, race, or age. Imagining themselves in the 
new role then, they reread the essay. 

Students could engage in other activities to reinforce the insight that the 
way they perceive the world is determined by who they are-by all the 
factors that make up their social, cultural, family, educational, and 
personal background. Their perceptions are as unique as their finger 
prints. There is therefore no single way of seeing or understanding 
something. If there is an absolute truth, no one knows what it is. To 
reinforce this point, a teacher might place an object in the center of the 
room and have the students, seated on a circle around the room, write 
descriptions of the object and then read their descriptions. Students on 
one side of the room have not seen what their classmates on the other 
side of the room have seen. They can discuss influencing factors other 
than position, such as prior knowledge of the object, visual handicaps,and 
lack of vocabulary. 

The ideas of psychologist Carl Rogers neatly complement those of Kenneth 
Burke in explaining the rhetoric of multiculturalism. Both Burke and 
Rogers see identification as a tool of persuasion, as genuine communication 
and understanding, and as a catalyst for change in both persons. Whenever 
we sense a threat to our integrity or identity, claims Rogers, we stiffen our 
position, resisting change. "The major barrier to mutual interpersonal 
communication is our very natural tendency to judge, to evaluate, to approve 
or disapprove, the statement of the other person, or the other group" (616). 
What we must do instead is to enter the other person's world-so that "I can 
really understand how he hates his father, or hates the university, or hates 
communists," says Rogers. We must "see the expressed idea and attitude 
from the other person's point of view, to sense how it feels to him, to achieve 
his frame ofreference in regard to the thing he is talking about" (617). With 
the practice of his procedure for identification, Rogers speculates an end to 
wars and other conflicts. 
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The procedure follows a simple rule: "Each person can speak up for himself 
only after he has first restated the ideas and feelings of the previous speaker 
accurately, and to that speaker's satisfaction" (618). Not only does the 
institution of the rule have the immediate cooling effect of slowing the 
argument; more to the point here, it permits one party to appreciate the 
position of the other. As a caveat, Rogers emphasizes another possible effect: 
"If you really understand another person in this way, if you are willing to 
enter his private world and see the way life appears to him, without any 
attempt to make evaluative judgments, you run the risk of being changed 
yourself. . . . . The risk of being changed is one of the most frightening 
prospects most of us can face. . . . Most of us ate afraid to take that risk" 
(618). 

Perhaps our students understand this risk-and are unwilling to face it. To 
break out of monoculturalism is to risk change. Sameness is comfortable; 
difference is not. In Rhetoric: Discovery and Change, Young, Becker, and 
Pike propose reducing the threat by showing that the two sides "are similar 
in relevant ways" (280). 

Practice: 

To make the challenge of change less threatening, let's introduce our 
students gradually to Rogers's procedure for understanding differences. 
Every student brings a "cultural artifact" to class: a credit card, a soft 
drink can, a computer disk, a granola bar-anything that represents the 
student's culture in some way. With a partner, each student discusses 
the cultural significance of the artifact; then the partner repeats the 
ideas and feelings he or she has heard: " I understand you to say that 
this dog collar represents your devotion, responsibility, and servitude 
toward your pet and on a broader scale the obsession of American society 
with household animals." Once the student with the artifact is satisfied 
with the restatement, the partner shares his or her artifact and the 
procedure is reversed. Finally, the two discuss representativeness of the 
two artifacts and how they overlap on their representation. In this 
sharing of identity and integrity, students come to value another 
perspective for its similarities and differences with their own. 

This introductory exercise can be followed by the reading of an essay or 
a story-out loud by the teacher or a student--from a writer in a culture 
different from that of the students. After the reading, students take 
about five minutes to write what they heard on the essay or story-the 
writer's ideas, feelings, and beliefs. Students discuss their responses, 
then read the piece silently to attain a deeper understanding of the 
writer' experience and intention. A second five- or ten-minute writing 
focuses on what students perceive as most significant in the essay or 
Lory. 
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Each of us is more than a member of a group. We are individuals who fill 
diverse roles. Young people still trying to define and discover who they are 
sometimes overlook the fact that they are each many people: children, 
siblings, same-sex friends, opposite-sex friends, employees, Greek brothers 
or sisters, classmates, and so on. All these roles are legitimate, yet they are 
different, even in a single individual. Our students may be able to appreciate 
diversity of and within other cultures if they realize how diverse they 
themselves are. Our roles change as the rhetorical situation changes
different exigence, constraints, and audience; moreover, our roles change 
over time. What was once an appropriate role is no linger suitable. What 
was once appropriate when monoculturalism and dominant sexism were the 
norm is no longer suitable. To continue in a narrow role with a limited view 
is harmful most of all to oneself. 

Practice: 

In groups, students discuss the difference between two roles (such as 
home/school, party/class, friends at home/friends at school, school/ 
work) and how they know what features are appropriate for each role and 
what happens when they assume inappropriate features. Following the 
small-group discussion is a full-class analysis of the diversity of social 
roles: How do we know how to act and speak in given situations? Is there 
a rule book? (Sometimes there is: etiquette guides, protocols, dress 
codes, language codes, and so on.) Do we know by intuition? Then what 
is intuition? (I call it a sixth sense based on the other five, a shortcut in 
thinking that applies to a new situation what we have learned in the 
past.) Do we know by observation? 

Here are three situations for students to discuss: (1) You need to decide 
what to wear to an outdoor reception at the lakeside home of the 
president of the university so that you can accept the school's student
of-the-year award. The question is not whatyou decide to wear but how 
you decide. What do you do? (2) You need to write an editorial for the 
school paper on the pros and cons of affirmative action. What role will 
you assume, and how do you decide on the features of that role? (3) As 
a college student, how has your role in the classroom changed from what 
it was as a high-school student? Possible focuses of these analyses are 
the occasion, the audience, who the speaker-writer is, and how the 
speaker-writer wants the audience to perceive himself-herself. The 
reading-writing step in this sensitizing exercise is for students to read an 
essay, a story, or even a poem that sharply challenges comfortable 
assumptions about self and others. Read the piece in class, and discuss 
these questions: 

What do you know about the writer? 
What does the writer assume about the reader? 
How does the writer want to change the reader? 
How do you feel about what the writer says? 
What does this reading remind you of? 
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If you were the writer, what would you have said differently? 
If you had read this piece two years ago, how would your readmg have 

differed from your reading today? 

Then write for ten minutes on one of these questions. 

The practices I've described are only a few examples of what we can do when 
we assume that our students want to adjust to change but need some 
guidance on removing the risk to their own identities. I believe that our 
students are aware of the exigence-the need to separate themselves from 
self-limiting parochial attitudes, to broaden their perspectives to inclu?e 
those from a variety of cultures, to appreciate other viewpoints and social 
practices, and to understand that there is room in the world for dispar'.'1-te 
views and norms. As Young, Becker, and Pike advise in discussing Rogenan 
argument, opponents often disagree "not because offallacious reasoning or 
ignorance of the facts but because of the different contexts in which they see 
the problem" (277). Ifwe can help our students to become aware of other 
contexts, there may well by little disagreement with the views and practices 
of the people in those other contexts. 
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Unlike those of the classical period, today's students come from a broad 
variety of social, economic, and racial backgrounds and have varying levels 
of preparedness when they reach college. "A few generations ago," Walter 
Ong reminds us, "there was no academic population with today's mix of 
family and cultural backgrounds, with the same assortment of entering 
abilities and disabilities, of skills and lack of skills, of desires and aims" (37) . 
Furthermore, today's students are living in a world that is generating 
information at a rate never known before. In the midst of such chaos, it is 
only natural for students to feel a sense of alienation from themselves and 
their world. The stasis theory, by virtue ofits innate ability to teach students 
the skill of dialectic, can aid students in integrating themselves into the 
world and its knowledge. Stasis theory provides students with a means of 
training themselves to receive and process the information they need, thus 
allowing them to participate in their worlds in a way not formerly possible. 
But how to teach students the art of dialectic? 

Based on the postulation that there is a definite, though largely unexplored 
relationship between the classical theory of stasis and Plato's concept of 
dialectic as present in his dialogues, it is possible to conceive of a composi
tion classroom where such critical thinking skills as those illustrated in the 
Platonic dialogues can be taught. Students can be instructed to ask those 
questions that will reveal to them the true nature of what they write and 
know and read and experience. 

Rather than sitting in peer editing groups discussing the presence of 
comma-splices, or the lack, they think, of an adequate number of words, 
students would be able to engage in dialogues that would significantly 
explore the contents of the papers they have written. The group would have 
the ability to engage in dialectic. They could learn to discover the stases or 
standstills that occur in arguments, that rather than causing the dialogue 
to disintegrate, lead the conversation to a deeper level -- through the use of 
dialectic. 

Perhaps this seems like an overly simplified and certainly optimistic 
proposal. Teach students, introductory composition students, to engage in 
dialectic? Yet it is not, if it is remembered that the key to making such a 
proposal function is the suggested correlation between stasis and dialectic. 
The existence of stasis theory, obviously, has never been questioned, and 
neither has the presence of the art of dialectic, yet no relation has been drawn 
between the two. Scholars generally agree that stasis theory can be found 
in its earliest form in Aristotle's work. Plato's works, however, precede 
Aristotle's, so it perhaps seems illogical to question the possibility of the 


