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‘When should we notice and
emphasize “difference” and how?

Diana Khor
HOSEI University Executive Trustee

The US Supreme Court recently ruled two
universities’ race-conscious admissions
practices to be unconstitutional. The university
where | did my PhD research instantaneously
issued a statement in support of race-conscious
practices in admissions. Years ago, in the same
university a law professor spoke up in favor of

“difference-conscious” practices in creating a
diverse classroom, arguing that it was crucial
for educating legal professionals. Paying
attention to “difference” is not necessarily
discriminatory.

“Racial color-blindness” and “color-blind
racism” are concepts | took up in classes | used
to teach, such as Race, Class and Gender and
Social Theory. “Racial color-blindness” refers
to the belief that race does not matter (any
more) in society, that a person’ s race should
not affect their treatment, and that the best
way to achieve equality is not to recognize that
race matters at all. On the face of it, not
paying attention to race may seem to constitute
a lack of racial prejudice. However, when micro-
aggressions, discrimination and unequal
opportunities still affect the lives of racial
minorities in society, a refusal to recognize that
race matters can aggravate racial inequities in
society.

The same can be said of other “social
differences” . Take gender, for example. In a
society where there is a noticeable gender gap
in opportunities, status, and resources, treating
men and women as if they were the same —
emphasizing, for example, that it is “abilities
and achievements” that count— without
recognizing that abilities and achievements are
shaped by unequal practices, structure, and
attitudes may widen the gender gap in society.
This amounts to “gender-blind sexism” .


https://sociologydictionary.org/privilege/
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Doesn’ t paying attention to gender gap
contradict gender equitable education? Gender-
equitable education consists in students to
pursue their interests without being constrained
by gender norms or stereotypes, endorses non-
conformity to gender norms, and does not
categorize students on the basis of gender
alone. These commitments would lead to a
gender fair future.

These commitments alone, however, are not
enough. We need to strategically highlight
gender to achieve a gender fair future. For
example, rather than not paying attention to
the skewed gender ratio in STEM enrollment
and shying away from STEM information
sessions targeting girl students because it
categorizes students on the basis of gender, it is
more effective to engage students in discussing
the skewed gender ratio and explaining to them
why affirmative action is necessary. Similarly,
while basically respecting students’
preferences, recognizing that forces outside the
school relentlessly reinforce gender norms and
shape students’ gendered “preferences” , it
pays to strategically steer students away from
behaviors consistent with gender norms,
regardless of their “preferences” . When | was
the only girl representative of my (girls’ )
school in the regional board of Interact Clubs in
high school, | was asked by my school principal
not to pick up a pen during the first meeting to
avoid being assigned the secretary of the board.
A boy representative became the secretary and
| the treasurer. Putting aside whether we
enjoyed our respective jobs, it was clear that |
was given an opportunity to experience a
different world and to be conscious of the
gendered division of roles. | think | can say the
same of the boy who became the secretary.

Not recognizing “differences” , be it gender,
race, nationality, and what not, is not enough.
When, how and for what purpose should we
recognize such “differences” is the key to a
truly diverse and equitable school, university,
and society.
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