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»

“Diversity” is a term with no essential philosophical, political, or aesthetic* content. It simply
names a fact, which is that people who write works of literature are different from one another,
and so are people who read works of literature. The population of writers is composed of
individuals, each with a particular history and a particular identity, and the population of readers
is similarly heterogeneous®.

No one disputes this. What people dispute is the extent to which it matters to criticism. The
burden on the people who think that it doesn’'t matter, or that it matters in only slightly
interesting ways, is to explain how so blatant* a fact can possibly be irrelevant to the
interpretation, description, and evaluation of literature. The burden has been met by a series of
elegant and powerful arguments. The burden on the people who think it does matter is to explain
how so mundane* a fact can be central to the analysis of an aesthetic form. This burden has not
been met so successfully.

Since the demise* of the Cold War, toward the end of the 1980s, “diversity” has become a slogan
in a movement known as “multiculturalism,” and in this context, the term has acquired a content:
it is taken to name a good in itself. For multiculturalists, diversity is a condition to be recognized,
encouraged, celebrated. Criticism that ignores diversity, or that regards literature as something
which, by its nature, “overcomes” diversity, is suspect.

There is nothing about the mere fact of diversity that requires this view. People are different.
So what? Grains of sand are different, too. That doesn’t mean there’s no such thing as a beach.
But proponents* of “diversity”’ believe that to say that the differences among writers and readers
of literature are less important than the similarities is equivalent to suppressing the differences.
They think that beach-talk is basically a way of keeping the sand in its place. Critics of
multiculturalism don’t disagree; they just think that belonging to a beach is better for the sand.

It's important to understand two things about this state of affairs. The first is that
multiculturalism is only one of the ways in which the fact of diversity can be represented and
accounted for in literary studies. Multiculturalism is a particular set of views arising at a
particular time. There have been other responses to “the problem of diversity,” with social and
political implications* different from those of multiculturalism. The second is that the belief that
diversity is nota central category in the interpretation, description, and evaluation of literature is

itself one of those responses.

(Louis Menand, “Diversity,” Critical Terms for Literary Study, Second Edition (Z & 5, EX %9
-EARH B, )
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