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Introduction
Earl Lewis and Nancy Cantor

The only way not to discriminate is not to discriminate.

—j ustice john roberts

In order to get beyond racism, we must first take account of race. There is no 
other way.

—j ustice h a r ry bl ack m u n

everywhere we turn today, we are reminded of the essential paradox 
of our nation, one literally built on distinctions of race and yet insistent on 
framing all as one.1 As legal scholar Jeannie Suk Gersen noted in her analysis 
of the intellectual tug-of-war between Roberts’s colorblind and Blackmun’s 
reparative justice approaches to affirmative action,2 we seem stuck between 
competing, seemingly contradictory options. We are a nation founded on the 
principle of e pluribus unum, yet, at the same time, one unwilling to face its 
history of discriminatory exclusion, whether of those whose native lands were 
stolen, those enslaved to build our wealth, or those whose diasporic energy 
drives innovation going forward. Yes, paradox is what we live with every day, 
whether in our history or in the current moment, and it is at the heart of this 
volume that tackles the contradictions inherent in moving anti-racism forward 
without losing the will of the very people and institutions needed to equalize 
power and opportunity. This important new volume reminds us that we live 
the stories of the paradoxes in our daily lives and daily experiences. And as 
central as the theme of paradoxical possibility is to the overarching purpose 
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of our book series, Our Compelling Interests, and our focus on the value of 
diversity for democracy and a prosperous society, we cannot escape how the 
paradoxes inform our personal and scholarly stories—as we suspect they will 
for so many of our readers.

One of us is an African American historian who has lived the ups and 
downs of the opportunity struggles in this nation firsthand, as a boy growing 
up in the segregated South, who later attended integrated schools in the short 
period of progress post–Brown v. Board; who then became a leading national 
figure in the humanities, including recently as an awardee of the National Hu-
manities Medal; and who currently spearheads a national network of universi-
ties working with their communities on reparative justice. The other is a white 
social psychologist whose colleagues pioneered the practice of intergroup dia-
logue3 and has now lived in a majority Black and Brown city where the very 
anchor institutions, including the one she has led, have excluded its citizens 
historically but are now being galvanized to win the trust of the community in 
pursuit of equitable growth. We know firsthand both the paradoxes of mixing 
reparative justice with e pluribus unum, and yet the possibilities to be reaped if 
we keep plugging away, even as we have witnessed the path forward as any-
thing other than a straight line. And, together, having played central roles at 
the University of Michigan in defending affirmative action in the Gratz and 
Grutter cases,4 the nonlinear path of racial equity is all too real, even as once 
again we hope that enough people in our nation will see how we all benefit by 
taking down what Gary Orfield called “the walls around opportunity,”5 in his 
volume in this series, in order to move toward the full participation that un-
derlies the many examples of anti-racism work that Susan Sturm documents 
in this volume.

The Value and the Paradox of Pursuing Full Participation

If we begin, as we have in this series, with the premise that diversity is a compel-
ling interest for this ever-more diversifying nation, then we must confront, as 
this current volume does straight on, the opposing gravitational pulls that push 
us to find avenues for full participation of groups consistently sidelined from 
opportunity and yet pull us back to protecting individual and institutional 
rights and privileges accrued over centuries and perpetuated across our often 
divided and divisive social landscape today. Stated simply, as Sturm does 
throughout this volume, we need to question and learn how to do anti-racism 
work and make progress on full participation by enlisting those with place, 
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power, and position in collaboration with those without it. Yet, as straightfor-
ward as that goal may be, how to do so when we have few lasting precedents in 
our history is not obvious. On the one hand, we certainly know that the country 
as a whole will benefit, economically and in terms of a well-functioning democ-
racy, if fewer members of our population are sidelined from opportunity, as 
Anthony Carnevale and Nicole Smith argued in our first volume,6 especially in 
the midst of the growing “diversity explosion” that William Frey has docu-
mented.7 On the other hand, we live now and have across our history with the 
paradoxical reality that the pervasiveness of intergroup hostility and a zero-sum 
mindset fanned in the public rhetoric have systematically worked against the 
best of our national interests, ensuring, as Eduardo Porter unpacks in his tren-
chant analysis in American Poison: How Racial Hostility Destroyed Our Promise,8 
that policies and practices that would benefit all Americans become political 
third rails, especially when race is a defining obstacle to full participation. One 
only has to think of the shared interests, clouded by divisive rhetoric, that con-
nect beleaguered majority minority urban communities with the need for jobs, 
education, environmental protection, health care, digital connectivity, nutri-
tious food, and more in rural, largely white communities. And returning to the 
contradictory rhetoric of colorblind versus race-conscious college admissions, 
one only has to examine the latest data from Anthony Carnevale and colleagues 
at the Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce: “Our 
models make one thing very clear: the most effective way of increasing socio-
economic diversity at selective colleges is to consider race in the admissions 
process, not to ignore it.”9 When will we learn as a society that zero-sum ben-
efits only those already with privileged access to opportunity? The paradox of 
our interconnected yet discriminatory history frequently results in the possibil-
ity of benefiting many with practices focused on one group or community, as 
Sturm argues throughout this volume.

Confronting Our Legacy of Racial Injustice  
in the Midst of Backlash

Surfacing the possibility of actually benefiting many, even as we focus on partic
ular minoritized groups, brings us always to the question of the elephant in the 
room in any context of anti-racism work: can we reconcile the seemingly genu-
inely increasing recognition that our legacy of racial injustice has structured 
power and privilege, access and success, inequitably, with the ever-present back-
lash against anything that speaks of reparative justice? As Sturm documents with 
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richly described case studies, there is no shortage of contexts in which people, 
from organizational, corporate, and political leaders to community residents, 
from the courts to arts and cultural and educational institutions to community 
groups addressing policing, are speaking out about the legacy of structural racism 
in their institutions that so impedes full participation and justice from working. 
Any number of major corporations have made explicit their recognition of in-
equitable avenues of access and success, especially linking commitments going 
forward to the injustices revealed in the horror surrounding the murder of 
George Floyd. And while many states may not go as far as California in its repara-
tions task force recommendations, local communities across the map are mobi-
lizing to consider the racist legacies of redlining that have left many communities 
of color burdened by underresourced schools, environmental toxicity, inade-
quate health care, and unaffordable housing, combining to undermine any hope 
of intergenerational wealth building.10

Yet, as promising as all of these efforts are, and as Sturm documents in her 
case studies, the paradoxes of any anti-racist efforts—including the contradic-
tory push to protect those in and with power from losing out in the process of 
redressing past and present wrongs—are never far behind even these genuine 
appeals to action. For example, consider the risk aversion expressed now in 
the face of Justice Roberts’s endorsement of colorblind college admissions and 
the specter of retreat well beyond the university setting, not to mention the 
evidence of a backlash already mounting across state legislatures. For behind 
that colorblind comfort, as argued not only by Roberts but even forty-five 
years earlier when Justice Powell established the compelling interest of race-
conscious admissions, is the fear of intergroup resentment. As noted civil 
rights attorney Elise Boddie observed: “Justice Powell argued fairly explicitly 
in Bakke that broadening affirmative action would be racially divisive because 
it would cost whites, as a group, access and power.”11 And no matter how much 
one can argue that practices of sidelining and opportunity hoarding have 
harmed many white communities as well, and that there is shared benefit to 
be gained in a reparative justice approach, not to mention the overall societal 
benefits of including the fastest-growing demographics, the divisive backlash 
(that Powell and later Roberts feared in the admissions cases) repeatedly 
emerges, sometimes explicitly and at other times obliquely, across many con-
texts, from local to statewide to national, including robust anti-DEI campaigns 
playing out from school boards to universities. Consequently, to reap the ben-
efits of what Sturm outlines as the paradoxical possibilities undergirding anti-
racism efforts, there is the overarching need to learn how to create some sense 
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of common ground. In his commentary Justice Goodwin Liu invites readers 
into his law class and his attempts to remind students they are multipositional 
and not just intersectional. By altering positionality through a range of class-
room exercises, Liu hopes to enable each to see the other as more than a single 
social category. For him this is a pathway to confronting the paradoxes. As 
John Inazu commented in Eboo Patel’s volume in our series, Out of Many 
Faiths: Religious Diversity and the American Promise,12 while it may be hard to 
come to some agreement about what constitutes the common good, we can 
sometimes bridge the gaps across groups enough to meet on common ground.

This volume raises important questions about leadership and change. Com-
mentator Anurima Bhargava notes that institutional leadership is often 
required to produce the change that can break through the paradoxical conun-
drum. She writes, change is work; it “is psychological and sociological and 
institutional and cultural.” Freeman Hrabowski, a featured subject of one of 
Sturm’s case studies, and a commentator in this volume, reminds us that 
change often follows a concerted effort to diagnose the culture of the institu-
tion. Drawing on lessons from his childhood, including when he and other 
Black children took to the streets of Birmingham in 1963 to overthrow segrega-
tion, he situates the importance of being invited to lead. Once invited, would-
be leaders need to be mindful of structural barriers to change and aware that 
one must then address altering the culture. It is not enough to focus on merely 
altering the individuals, he concludes. Toward this end, Bhargava uses the case 
of DEI work to tell a story and underscore a point: using the metaphor of sit-
ting at the table she observes, diversity may mean a seat at the table, inclusion 
may suggest you sit at the table and select off the menu, and belonging may have 
you choosing the menu. Ultimately, she questions, you may want to go beyond 
DEI and build and curate your own table and menu. This may prove to be the 
last stage of change.

Finding common ground in the ever-fraught territory of racial justice work 
is never going to be easy, especially as it requires crossing the boundaries of 
the highly segregated lives that we all inherited—overcoming the disparate 
ways in which we have learned to view the world grounded in such different 
positionalities in organizations and lived experiences in communities. Like 
everything else in this work, any movement forward requires grappling with 
the sequelae of de jure and de facto practices, not the least of which are the 
redlining and housing policies that literally rooted us all in separate universes, 
as Richard Rothstein exhaustively documented in The Color of Law,13 with 
schools now highly segregated by race and class, even in progressive northern 
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states with increasingly diverse school-age populations,14 dooming us all at 
very young ages to “learn” apart and to see each other and our daily world from 
fundamentally different views that carry over to our workplaces, our commu-
nity and cultural engagements, and all the institutions that Sturm studies as 
ground zero for anti-racism work. This grounding in different worlds from the 
start handicaps but cannot doom the search for that common ground and 
purpose, even if it means juggling back and forth between surfacing race as a 
divider and pushing forth to find our all too often hidden commonalities, as 
theorists of intergroup dialogue have shown can happen.15

Finding Common Ground in Anti-Racism Work

Consideration of the challenges of finding that common ground in anti-
racism work, across groups and communities and people in and outside of 
power in institutions, brings us back to our national founding principle of e 
pluribus unum explored beautifully in this volume and underlying all of the 
volumes in this series. Indeed, we are witnessing a time now of such divisive-
ness that the need for strategies to rekindle a quest for common ground is 
never more front of mind—a time reminiscent of the sad days fifty-five years 
past that led the Kerner Commission to question whether we were headed 
toward “two societies, one Black, one white, separate and unequal,”16 a con-
clusion reinforced in Gary Orfield’s volume documenting the demise of 
school integration in the decades following the brief period of successful ef-
forts to build on Brown v. Board.17

Hence, as we asked in launching Our Compelling Interests, we ask again at 
this moment of resurgent backlash: “What happened to our aspirations for 
finding common cause, despite observable difference, for e pluribus unum?”18 
We all claim to yearn for that springboard to jump over those long-entrenched, 
centuries-old, currently reinforced racial barriers—to learn, as Katherine Phil-
lips noted, to value diversity as much as we sit comfortably with homogeneity19 
so as to benefit from our collective intelligence, our “diversity bonus,” as Scott 
Page urged us to consider in his volume.20 Perhaps surprisingly, and reassur-
ingly in today’s context of the promotion of a colorblind ethos that urges us to 
turn away from rather than plunge into these divisive waters, we believe that 
readers will find in this volume some considerable cause for hope. Sturm 
moves us closer to affirmatively answering that question, as she unpacks the 
paradoxical possibility of finding common purpose among competing per-
spectives on race and racial justice, and sticking with the work it takes over the 
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long haul to bring to life the ever-present but deeply covered-over benefits of 
coming together across racial lines.

Indeed, how can we not find at least a sliver of optimism in the local, place-
based, institution-focused work covered here by collectives of change agents, 
putting up with the nonlinearity of progress met with repeated obstacles on 
the ground that so often overshadow that very movement forward, and remind 
everyone involved of the backdrop of resistance, whether legal or legislative 
or within the institutions that must become open to change for change to hap-
pen. Yes, the work is inevitably caught in the back-and-forth of trying to face 
racism and move step-by-step forward but also operate within the very sys-
tems and often within our own positions of privilege in them, which creates a 
countervailing force—surfacing the question of the moment that this volume 
addresses head-on: Can we all make it through the contradictions over the 
long haul? Can local and institutional work maintain momentum so as to ac-
cumulate successful examples that advance systemic change? While the jury 
is out on that fundamental question of our time, Sturm’s ability to interweave 
stories of anti-racism work on the ground with both broader ideas for change 
and practical strategies to pursue them sets a course to navigate those inevi-
table paradoxes inherent to this work. As such, reading the stories here surely 
will remind us of the need, to quote Sturm, to “link small steps to big goals,” 
as the warrior of justice Lani Guinier (to whom this volume is dedicated) 
urged us all,21 and to recognize the power of diverse communities cocreating 
change when power itself is shared with rather than lorded over, in the service 
of our compelling interests, together.
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