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not seriously consider diversity run the risk of merely reaffirming 
pre-existing structures of injustice and exclusion (Stephan; Eby; 
Hepburn, Niemi and Chapman).

This essay thus engages the question of why diversity and civic 
engagement initiatives on college campuses often proceed on par-
allel tracks. I argue that this disconnect exists primarily because 
both diversity and civic engagement efforts are undergirded by 
thin or pluralist notions of democracy that emphasize adversarial-
ism and rights-claims rather than a strong notion of democracy 
that encourages deliberation, collaboration and civic obligation 
(Barber). To the extent that civic engagement encourages students 
to work collaboratively, it is largely in voluntaristic ways that do 
not challenge underlying pluralist assumptions about what it 
means to be a citizen of the United States and the world.

In this article, I illustrate how both diversity and civic 
engagement efforts reinforce a thin view of democracy. I then 
review the empirical research to highlight the shortcomings of a 
thin approach to civic engagement and diversity practices. I con-
clude by advocating for a public work (Boyte Everyday Politics) 
perspective as a means to linking diversity and civic engagement 
and discuss the implications for Lutheran higher education.

Thin vs. Strong Democracy
Both civic engagement and diversity have underlying socio-
political assumptions that motivate their work. Guinier calls the 
process of constructing a freshman class at colleges and univer-
sities a public act that either challenges or reinforces current 
structures of power and oppression. Those engaged in diversity 
and civic engagement efforts are similarly engaging in politi-
cal actions. While institutions differ in the actual practice of 
diversity and civic engagement, there are overarching trends that 
inform institutional efforts. I argue that, in general, both efforts 
are tied to a thin version of democracy. 

Thin democracy is a term coined by Benjamin Barber to 
describe what he viewed as an individualistic and interest-based 
notion of citizenship and social relations. Barber argues that the 
Lockean tradition of the state as a guarantor of fundamental 
liberties through a contractual relationship with the citizen 
encourages a “thin” perspective on the individual’s role vis-à-vis 
government. Government in this instance is presumed to be in 
need of “watching” from an adversarial public. The extent of 
civic responsibility in a thin democracy is to keep government 
from infringing upon the individual’s fundamental liberties. 

A thin democracy also reinforces pluralist notions of democ-
racy. A pluralist perspective presumes individuals and groups in 
the political sphere present a neutral government with competing 
claims and allow government to arbitrate among them (Truman). 

Glendon refers to this tendency in American politics as a rights 
talk culture that emphasizes “rights assertion over reason giving,” 
“individual demand vs. collective responsibility,” and “debate over 
dialogue.” A protective and pluralist view of democracy reinforces 
a “thin” (i.e. instrumental) notion of the individual’s obligation to 
his or her fellow citizens..

Barber argues that democratic states need vibrant civil societies 
that encourage a “strong citizenship” based on identifying shared 
problems, seeking common ground and working towards the 
common good. He emphasizes moving from a moribund civic 
sphere where state and market make the majority of decisions, 
what he calls a “politics of zoo-keeping,” towards a politics of 
amateurs “where every man is compelled to encounter every other 
man without the intermediary of expertise” (152). The emphasis 
in strong democracy is developing participatory habits by creating 
structures for citizen deliberation and decision-making.

The Decline in Political (not Civic) Engagement
The decline in democratic participation (thin or strong) is par-
ticularly acute among college-age youth. To the consternation 
of democratic theorists, there has been a steady decline in youth 
political engagement in the last three decades (Zukin). Despite 
the upsurge in voting during the 2004 and 2006 election cycles, 
young people report significantly less interest in politics than 
either previous generations or their peers (Zukin). A 2002, study 
found that only 24% of 18-24 year olds reported “following 
government and public affairs most of the time” (Keeter et al.). 
Perhaps more alarming are the decreased levels of social trust 
among young people. The study found that 70% of 18-25 year 
olds agreed with the statement “most people look out for them-
selves,” compared to 40% of persons 65 and over (Keeter et al.). 
A majority (56%) agreed that “most people would take advantage 
of you” compared to 29% of persons over 65.

What is curious is that this decline in civic-mindedness is 
happening at the same time a “civic engagement” revolution 
is happening in U.S. high schools and colleges. In 2002, three 
out of four high school students and about two out of three 
(65%) of college students say that their school arranges or offers 
volunteering opportunities (Keeter et al.). Similarly, one out 
of five (19%) college seniors participated in service learning in 
2004. This was up from one out of eight (12%) in 1999 (Kuh). 
This increase in civic engagement opportunities is driven by the 
documented effectiveness of service and experiential learning 
programs in enhancing student learning (Battistoni).

Not surprisingly, given the effort put forth by secondary 
and post-secondary institutions, young people report levels of 
volunteerism comparable to older cohorts. In 2006, 15-25 year 
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HERE WE ARE this beautiful morning in March, at a nexus 
of three currents of life pulling us into their rhythms. First, it is 
spring in Minnesota, and we can feel the earth starting to stir, 
starting to grow and green. Second, as faculty, staff and students 
we’re back from spring break heading into the final seven weeks of 
school. There is a lot of work to be done, and we may be uncertain 
about what the future holds, nevertheless, we know that the future 
will come, the end of the school year will be upon us before we 
know it, and we’ll be on our way even if we don’t know where we’ll 
be going. Third, for those of us who find strength and meaning in 
the church, we’re fresh from the joy and the drama of Holy Week 
and its passion—the crucifixion, the empty grave, and the resur-
rection. In this third rhythm, as with the rhythms of spring and 
the school year, we find ourselves asking “What is happening now? 
Where is this current pulling us?” 

In the midst of these three currents, one might be forgiven 
for feeling somewhat overwhelmed! Spring, at least for me, is 
quite enough. It is difficult for me to concentrate. My senses are 
awakening after the longest slumber. I can smell the earth that 
has been dormant for too long coming back to life and hear the 
birds that have been absent. The cycle of birth and life is begin-
ning again, and it makes me giddy.

Perhaps we might content ourselves with celebrating this 
rebirth of spring. Perhaps we ought to refuse attempts to synthe-
size its meaning with our own personal journeys, or the mythos 
of a religious narrative. Maybe spring should be protected against 
a religious desire to baptize and control it’s unruly energy. ee 
cummings, for example, seems to urge this resistance when he 
writes to the earth: 

“ how often have religions taken thee upon their scraggy knees 
squeezing and buffeting thee that thou mightest conceive gods
(but true to the incomparable couch of death thy rhythmic lover
thou answerest them only with spring)” (O sweet spontaneous)

Alternatively, if the brute naturalism of cummings is unper-
suasive, we might try to connect spring with the rhythms of the 
Christian life, reading into its significance the innocence of the 
garden, as does Gerald Manley Hopkins when he wonders,

what is all this juice and all this joy?
A strain of the earth’s sweet beginning
In Eden garden – 
Have, get, before it cloy
Before it cloud, Christ, land, and sour with sinning
Innocent mind and Mayday in girl and boy. (Spring)

But suppose you hesitate at this tug of spring; you might not 
find it so innocent. With Edna St. Vincent Millay, you might 
acknowledge that

The smell of the earth is good
It is apparent that there is no death

And yet, as she does, you might require better answers, noting 

But what does that signify?
Not only underground are the brains of men
Eaten by maggots…
It is not enough that yearly, down this hill, 
April comes like an idiot, 
babbling and strewing flowers.
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I leave it to you to decide which current you feel most strongly 
today, whether you feel swept up by the pulse and eternal rhythm 
of nature, or can also feel the pull of career, academy, and religious 
narrative. Regardless, we find ourselves here together this morning 
in the midst of spring and the Easter season, being called into a 
future that is redolent with promises of unruly growth, graduation 
and vocation, a future that is coming but a future that we cannot 
predict or control.

And the passage from Scripture read this morning, I’d like 
to suggest, speaks beautifully to our situation. A fragment of 
a poem taken from the Song of Songs, it offers another poetic 
voice to add to those I’ve mentioned. (Actually it offers two 
voices, two rather bold young lovers, a bride and a bridegroom in 
the P.C. version.  

The young woman imagines her beloved, and in her anticipa-
tion compares him to spring itself bursting forth in the land, a 
gazelle bounding over the hills, the very picture of exquisite desire.

And in that bucolic setting, she tells us, she hears her beloved 
calling to her. He uses the occasion of the tempestuous promise 
of spring, to call:

Rise up, my darling; my fair one, come away.
For see, the winter is past! ….
Rise up, my darling; my fair one, come away.

To where is she being called? Why can’t he come to her where 
she is? And, if, following our Jewish and Christian forbearers, we 
read ourselves into this fragment somehow, we must also ask: To 
where are we being called in the spring? And who is calling us? 
And if we respond, will we be found?

With the right kind of imagination, I think, we ought to read 
ourselves and this spring morning into this biblical passage. 
Whether you manage to feel all three of the currents carrying us 
forward this morning or only one or two, I would like to suggest 
that at this very moment you are being stirred up to the rush and 
rhythm of something like love, provoked by a promise, called out 
of yourself by someone else. 

Even if we were to focus only on the academic current, the 
language of love should hardly seem strange. The erotic attrac-
tion of truth and beauty and goodness has been an essential 
element of true liberal-arts learning since Plato penned dialogues 
like the Symposium and the Phaedrus. You may not realize it, 
but when you sit down to contemplate that end of the semester 
seminar paper, I’m suggesting, you’re being called by a kind of 
love. And how implausible is it really, to extend this excitement 
to the sense of spiritual journey that your life ought to have—
how surprised should you be to discover that your late night 
jaunt to the L & M, or your chance encounter with a homeless 
woman on a street corner in the city was a moment for you to 

experience the agitation of new life presenting itself to you as 
awakening desire. Why can’t this call be understood in terms of 
the promise and frustrations of love?  

Finally, suppose that you understand your spring, your 
academic search for knowledge, and your spiritual search for 
vocation in the context of Easter, suppose that you are flush with 
the surprise and joy of an empty grave. Consider the astonish-
ing mix of terror and joy the two disciples felt as a result of their 
encounter on the road to Emmaus. Is it really so implausible to 
understand the provocations lying in wait for you this season in 
the same way? As hoped for but unpredictable meetings with the 
new surprising life to be found in your risen Lord? 

In conclusion, let me return to the Song of Songs and observe 
an important point essential to understanding the kind of love 
that the text urges. While I’ve invited us all to read the text with 
imagination, we cheat ourselves if we spiritualize and allegorize 
too much or too quickly. Particularly as Christians, we may 
read the Songs as an allegory of Christ and the church; even so, 
I don’t think we should ignore the fact that the language of love 
here is the language of love in the spring, it is the language of flir-
tation, it depends on felt desire in its raw form—insistent, strain-
ing, delighting in and surrendering to and searching out the 
concrete details. She has more hope than cummings will allow. 
While the lover who calls the woman may be a symbol of Christ 
to Christians or God to Jews, the main character of the Songs is 
not the woman’s lover. It is undoubtedly the woman herself, and 
while she is young, she is not an innocent child to be comforted 
by a father figure who will keep her safe and secure. So the poet 
of the Songs offers a counter to Hopkins as well as cummings. It 
is this bold woman’s desire and her trust in this desire that is felt 
most vividly in the Songs. And if you read the rest of the Songs, 
you discover that her felt desire is not easily resolved. Hers is not 
a love of blessed assurance. Thus, while she is more hopeful than 
St. Vincent Millay, she does not respond to her request for better 
answers with pat guarantees. The woman searches for her lover, 
she tries to answer his call, but she does not seem to find him nor 
is it clear that she is finally found. This is not to say that she is 
not truly both lover and beloved; it is only to avoid simplifying 
or sentimentalizing the desire and love that animates her. 

What does it mean then to read the Songs in the spring at  
St. Olaf? Like the woman in the Songs, you are being caught up 
in something and called by an elusive promise. “It is spring,” the 
voice says, “rise up and come away.” This love that can animate 
us may not be easy or smooth, but it is there if we pay attention 
and respond, it is coursing through our lives, pulling us into its 
current, as sure as spring is coming and as sure as our lives will 
continue to unfold and, we hope and pray, blossom.  
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THURGOOD MARSHALL’S ONE SIMPLE SENTENCE 
captures a vexing problem for American higher education: how 
do we educate for a multicultural society in a way that recog-
nizes our need to address common problems? This task requires 
striking a balance between recognizing and affirming difference 
(learning together as learning from each other) and encouraging 
commonality and collaboration (living together). 

These two tasks are presumably carried out through univer-
sity diversity and university civic engagement initiatives. Both of 
these efforts are socially and politically fashionable on college 
campuses. On the one hand, universities (and other social 
institutions) purport to be engaged in creating “diverse learning 
environments” that reflect the complexity and pluralism of the 
society in which we live. On the other, public universities are 
increasingly justifying public funding by emphasizing their civic 
missions. Many campus efforts are designed to foster a culture 
of “civic engagement” where young people come to recognize 
their linked fate (Dawson) and get involved in their communi-
ties to solve common problems. 

Despite the obvious interdependencies between these two 
efforts, they are often conceptually detached from one another 
in practice on college campuses. Civic engagement and its prog-
eny—service learning, community service, and university-com-
munity partnerships—often proceed on different tracks than 
campus diversity initiatives, including multicultural clubs and 
events, and co-curricular programming.

As McTighe-Musil observes, the explosion of civic engagement 
initiatives on college campuses has occurred without a serious dis-
cussion of how diversity and otherness related to addressing social 
issues. In her view, “the language of diversity has been decoupled 
from the language of civic engagement” at colleges and universi-
ties (18). This decoupling of diversity and civic engagement as 
concepts means both efforts proceed without serious reflection 
on how they work together to promote common ends. Diversity 
work without a solid foundation in a civic purpose becomes little 
more than, what I call, menagerie diversity, or an examination of 
difference that ends at the classroom bell or when the mandatory 
campus event ends. Conversely, civic engagement efforts that do 
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Unless our children begin to learn together, there is little hope that our people  
will ever learn to live together.   MILLIKEN v. BRADLEY 1974.  


	Intersections
	2007

	Currents
	Jaime Schillinger
	Augustana Digital Commons Citation


	untitled

