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The diversity fantasy

Underlying the ideal of diversity is a fantasy, one that may be 
considered the emotional driver of the university’s implementation 
of diversity-oriented policies and initiatives. These policies and initia-
tives are typically understood to be an important, if not central, part of 
the university’s mission and are featured prominently in its “vision” 
of itself in the future. As a Dean at the University of Denver puts it: 
Diversity is an “imperative” and the university “community” must be 
“empowered” by its strategic plan “to build a foundation of diversity, 
equity and inclusive excellence towards becoming a national leader in 
culture, practices and structures that encourage inclusivity” (McIntosh, 
2016). Given the description of diversity as an “imperative” and its 
close association with emotive terms such as “mission,” “vision,” and 
“community,” we think it reasonable to treat diversity as a fantasy: 
a depiction of an imagined world shaped by deeply embedded desires 
and fears.

The diversity fantasy draws us in two opposing directions. On one 
side, it directs us toward the ideal of living in a society that includes 
people who are not like us, including those who are strangers to us. In 
this “civil” society, we live with people we do not know, at least not in 
the way we know those who share our beliefs and our ways of life. Since 
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we do not know them in this way, we do not care about them, in the 
usual sense of the term, nor do they care about us. Yet we live with them 
and depend on them. We share our world with them, and we engage 
them in ways appropriate to sharing a world that is not solely “ours.”

On the other side, the diversity fantasy represents a retreat from this 
understanding of civil society and even a protest against it. This aspect 
of the fantasy is most evident in the language of “community,” invoked 
so frequently in discussions of diversity, and in the insistence that we 
do care or must care about those who differ from us, including those 
we do not know. If our relations with strangers were imbued with the 
caring normally reserved for those like us, there would be, in effect, no 
civil society. When the diversity fantasy operates in this second way, it 
reflects the desire to make society into a place that is not essentially dif-
ferent from the world we inhabited before we encountered strangers.

Although the “diverse community” includes people unlike us and 
people we do not know, it also envisions itself as a “community” or 
group, formed by the bond characteristic of communities and groups: 
the bond of identification. The bond of identification is, as we have dis-
cussed above, one way of knowing others. Through it, we experience 
others as ourselves so that together we form one corporate entity. If we 
do not identify with those with whom we share the world, then our 
emotional attachment to them, if it exists at all, is highly attenuated.

As we have seen, much of the current strife within the university 
is rooted in a desire (frequently but not exclusively articulated by stu-
dents) to establish “safe spaces.” The “safety” of these spaces is thought 
to derive from the fact that, in them, strangers will not be encountered 
and, thus, those who occupy them can count on the bond of identifica-
tion to shape relating. This desire to be saved from difference highlights 
a tension often exacerbated by diversity initiatives. This is the tension 
between (a) diversity as a requirement that we share our world with 
strangers we do not know, identify with, or care about, and (b) diversity 
as a demand that the university provide members with a “community” 
and a “space” that is made “safe” by the familiar bond of identification.

While this tension may be expressed in the language of diversity—
with reference to the demographic and identity-based categories typi-
cally associated with diversity (such as race, ethnicity, gender, religion, 
sexual orientation, etc.)—it is not caused by the use of this language 
or by the initiatives associated with it, nor is it caused by the presence 
of the individuals and groups identified with these categories. Rather, 
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the language, categories, and policies of diversity are best understood 
as expressions of a more fundamental tension between living in civil 
society and regressing into the familiar world of the group. This is not 
to say that the presence of an increasingly diverse student body is of 
no importance, but only that the impact of changes in the composition 
of the student body will only be well understood when placed in the 
larger context of the location of the university experience in the stu-
dent’s maturational process. Indeed, given the “place” of the university 
in that process (see the Introduction), tensions regarding entry into civil 
society are all but inevitable, as are the backward and forward move-
ments associated with relating to and distancing ourselves from people 
exiting outside the bonds of family and group life.

As we have suggested throughout this book, ambivalence about liv-
ing in a world of strangers is, at the same time, ambivalence about iden-
tity. Ambivalence about identity is ambivalence about the possibility of 
forming an identity expressive of the individual’s original vitality and 
presence of being. It is also ambivalence about the standing of the indi-
vidual’s identity in a civil society, which is to say in a world where iden-
tity is not held in common. It is no easy matter to establish an identity 
that is positively invested and different from the identities of others. Yet, 
the less we are able to make a positive investment in our identity, the 
more acutely we will experience our ambivalence about the value of our 
selves, and the more powerful will be our impulse to move doubt about 
our value outside, holding those who differ from us responsible for it.

But if we displace and (re)discover the cause of our ambivalent 
investment in our identity outside—in the way others relate to us—we 
find the world of those who differ from us to be an unsafe place. If we 
respond to this predicament by seeking safe spaces to shield us from 
those who do not share our identity, then diversity initiatives that oper-
ate along these lines (ironically) sponsor sameness rather than differ-
ence, at least for those groups of students authorized by the institution 
to seek out like-minded communities.

At the same time, diversity initiatives driven by the diversity fantasy 
encourage students’ identification with a bad self. This is the self that 
generates doubt about the value of identity, doubt from which the safe 
space of the group offers protection. Thus, when the university pro-
vides safe spaces as places of refuge from difference, it colludes not only 
with students’ desires to retreat into communities of sameness, but also 
with students’ ambivalence about the value of their identities. When 
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this happens, the university’s attempt to respond to the “imperative” 
of diversity leads it to obviate its task of preparing students to live in a 
world outside of family and community.

It is true that students’ emotional survival depends, at least to some 
extent, on opportunities to retreat into spaces where the task of manag-
ing life with strangers can be suspended. This need is felt by all stu-
dents, and, indeed, by all university members to varying degrees. It 
cannot be simply dismissed or treated differently for different groups 
of students without fostering conflict detrimental to the university’s 
mission of teaching and learning. There is, however, an alternative to 
encouraging regression into identity groups as a way of providing stu-
dents a retreat from the society of strangers. This alternative is to pro-
vide students opportunities for retreat into spaces made “safe” because 
it is possible there to escape the world of relating.

We cannot devote all our energies to relating to others, especially 
where our primary task is to engage in a process of learning that is, 
to a significant degree, all about turning inward. If we understand 
the “safety” of spaces to be correlated with the possibility of “turning 
inward” in them, then spaces limited to those who are like us are not 
really safe. They are not safe because, while in them, we suspend con-
nection with what is unique about us so that we can participate in a 
group that shares an identity.

As we have noted, the movement in the direction of safe spaces, 
when understood as a retreat from difference into groups held together 
by identification, has gone hand in hand with a redefinition of learning, 
and even of thinking, in universities. By the terms of these redefinitions, 
learning and thinking have been understood less as internal processes, 
and more as processes that take place in groups. When this happens, the 
confusion of learning and thinking with group processes deprives stu-
dents of vitally important educational experiences. The confusion of 
learning and thinking with group processes is a crucial part of the attack 
on the self underway in contemporary universities that we have sought 
to highlight in this book.

Leaving home

If “safety” is taken to mean being with others who are like us, then it 
means being kept safe not only from strangers, but also from contact 
with our selves. The impulse to keep the self at a safe distance begins 
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early in life and can be considered a part of a fantasy that precedes 
the diversity fantasy and is, in a sense, its earliest and most primitive 
form. We will refer to this as the “school fantasy.” The school fantasy 
can tell us something important about the diversity fantasy, especially 
why it draws us to a communal past that, while seeming idyllic, has a 
dark side.

By the phrase, “school fantasy,” we refer to an interpretation of the 
experience of leaving home. In the world outside the home, the child 
encounters strangers—people not already known—and finds in them 
incarnations of the roles of parents and other significant figures who 
are already known. To be “already known” means to have already 
taken shape in the mind. For the child, figures who have already taken 
shape in the mind are fantasy figures who represent internalized rela-
tionships. These internalized fantasy relationships are experienced as 
“good” or “bad” depending on their roles in providing or withholding 
gratification. Of course, the child also knows himself on the basis of a 
fantasy of gratification in which the self is either deserving of gratifica-
tion (“good”) or an obstacle to it (“bad”). In other words, projection 
at this stage is projection of good and bad fantasy figures, or internal 
objects, and of the good and bad self.

The fantasies active in the school setting can be fantasies of the repair 
of those figures and of the world they jointly constitute. In these fanta-
sies the bad figures are either made good or they are purged from the 
world. This work we do to repair or eliminate important figures in our 
earliest experiences of relating can be transferred via projection onto 
our way of relating to strangers. Transferring the family drama onto the 
stage of our life with strangers in the school setting is what we have in 
mind by the school fantasy.

The version of the school fantasy with which we are primarily con-
cerned here drives an engagement with strangers that involves a strug-
gle against their presence in our world or a flight from them into a 
world made safe by their absence. Where projection of bad fantasy fig-
ures onto the people encountered at school makes it a dangerous place, 
the result is an orientation toward the school dominated by fight or 
flight impulses. Preoccupation with making the school a safe place can 
encourage the playing out of a projective drama of the kind referred to 
above and can foster conflict when its purpose is to rid the school of 
conflict. Where fight or flight impulses dominate, the school setting will 
not be conducive to its primary task.
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Central to a more positive experience of the school is the availability 
to the child of what Winnicott refers to as a benign environment in the 
inner world. A benign environment is made that way by the internali-
zation of early relationships with parents who do a good enough job of 
adapting to the child’s emotional needs. Once a nurturing or facilitating 
relationship has been internalized, the child is emotionally prepared 
to cope with a world in which the parent is not present, but where 
others—who are not the parent—are. This is because the role of the nur-
turing object can be played out internally, within the child’s fantasy life, 
and, as a result, others are not depended on to play that role. Here, it 
is possible to contain good and bad fantasies internally, rather than to 
project them outside, because good feelings about the self are strong 
enough to withstand awareness of the bad.

When figures in the inner world are predominantly bad, however, 
and the self experienced there is predominantly bad, the internal envi-
ronment is harsh, unforgiving, and anxiety-provoking. Coping with 
such an internal environment requires getting rid of bad internal objects 
and the bad self via projection. Characters encountered outside are then 
experienced as bad objects and the world outside is known as a danger-
ous place. This situation indicates the presence of a fantasy about the 
school as a place populated with threatening figures. School fantasies 
of this kind—which encourage projective dramas and “fight or flight” 
impulses—make learning, thinking, and relating in school difficult.

The problem of dominance of the inner world by bad objects arises 
either because the parent has failed to provide a sufficiently facilitat-
ing environment for the child, or because the parent has provided such 
an environment but has not sustained it long enough to allow it to be 
fully internalized. In either case, the lack or loss of the needed connec-
tion to the parent provokes fear and aggression in the child, and these 
emotions become dangerous objects in fantasy life, playing important 
roles in internal dramas. The more these dangerous objects dominate 
the inner world, the less that world affords the child a “safe” or benign 
environment into which he can retreat, and the less prepared the child 
will be (a) to undertake the kind of learning that calls for a retreat from 
relating and (b) to relate to others in ways that are not dominated by 
fear and aggression.

When the inner world of the child is not a “safe” place to be, it mat-
ters little how “safe” or “good” the school is to which she is sent. In 
other words, regardless of the “quality” of the school and its staff, the 
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school will be experienced by the child as a place populated by bad 
objects. If the child finds herself in school before she is “ready” —
“ready” in the sense of having adequately internalized a benign 
environment—the school will be experienced as a dangerous place and 
will place excessive demands on the child’s limited emotional resources. 
The only way for the child to manage what will seem to be a threaten-
ing situation will be to mobilize primitive fantasies and defenses that 
impede self-contact and make the formation of healthy and productive 
relationships difficult.

Diversity and morality

In describing the school fantasy, we have highlighted the early expe-
rience of being thrown into a world of strangers when the internal 
resources for coping with that world are not adequate to the task. 
This experience generates dark fantasies and primitive defenses. The 
diversity fantasy can be considered the heir to these dark fantasies and 
defenses. In the diversity fantasy, what is asked of the student is that he 
mobilize defenses originally developed in response to early experiences 
and the dangerous emotions attached to them: specifically, that he use 
external figures to manage internal bad objects. In the diversity fantasy, 
the individual is encouraged to think and relate in precisely this way.

Under the sway of the diversity fantasy, the student is encouraged, 
if not forced, to put in place what Fairbairn refers to as the “moral 
defense” (1952), which manages internal bad objects by treating the self 
as a bad object. After all, the emotional experience associated with the 
diversity fantasy is that of finding oneself in a world of strangers, of 
feelings of confusion, isolation, fear, and aggression, and, then, of being 
told that any difficult emotions experienced in diverse settings repre-
sent moral failings resulting from the presence of a bad self.

Although treating the self as a bad object “saves” others in the world 
from badness, it also promotes an impulse to move the bad self outside. 
Among the ways this may be accomplished, one involves engaging in 
various kinds of “training,” in which the individual is taught to become 
different from and better than she was before, in which she is imagined 
to be remade into something else, something not bad (for a fuller discus-
sion of training, see also Bowker & Levine, 2016). The idea of diversity 
training thus reveals something essential about the relation of diversity 
to the moral defense and the fantasies and defenses linked to it.
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Diversity rhetoric fits these fantasies, defenses, and strategies well 
when, by conscious intent or not, it assumes that students come to the 
university ill-prepared to share their world with strangers, and, there-
fore, that students will be intolerant of difference until taught or trained 
to think and behave otherwise. In this respect, as in others, the diversity 
fantasy presumes the identification of students with their bad selves. 
The university then offers students a way of managing their bad selves, 
first by accepting and affirming their identification with it, and, second, 
by asking them to retrain themselves and to rectify their badness in part 
by remaining ever-vigilant about their own and others’ moral failings.

This last message is clearly conveyed in the popular conviction that 
being able to live in a diverse world is, essentially, a matter of confront-
ing students with the realities of diversity as a moral lesson, which is 
the point of many diversity initiatives. Understood as moral lessons, 
university rhetoric about diversity tends to adopt an aggressively moral 
tone, one that seems to express a desire within the university to make 
itself a moral beacon. Operating in this emotional context, diversity ini-
tiatives, whatever else they may represent, psychologically repeat the 
early experience of being sent into the world of school and school-like 
experiences. This experience entails fear, loss, and anger, and results in 
the development of defenses that impair our capacity to relate to self 
and others in ways that are respectful of difference. Of the many ironies 
in this dilemma, one that stands out is that this experience is imposed 
on students for their own good. In other words, the diversity fantasy 
implies that moral improvement results from being sent, ill-prepared, 
into a world of strangers and from developing defenses against the 
destructive impulses provoked by that experience.

The alternative to engaging the diversity fantasy would be to empha-
size, within the university, the provision of support for the self, and 
the provision of literal and figurative “spaces” that are safe, because, 
in them, it is safe to be in contact with the self. This alternative cannot 
be made consistent, however, with the university’s moral orientation to 
diversity nor with the “moral defense” it sponsors in students. So long 
as diversity initiatives are organized around an unconscious fantasy of 
the kind to which Fairbairn draws our attention, they cannot establish 
genuinely safe spaces. Instead, they are likely to diminish, rather than 
enhance, students’ capacities to make contact with the self.

It is not always easy to discern when a university experience will 
help prepare students for life in a world where relating is governed by 
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factors other than group identification, or when, instead, it will solidify 
group identity by making group dynamics stand in for learning, think-
ing, and living. Nevertheless, it may be said that celebrating different, 
local, or particular cultures and identity-based group-affiliations is, at 
best, a problematic solution to the difficulties facing universities. Such 
celebrations tend to entrench group connections, and may stand in the 
way of individuals’ efforts to free themselves from the world of groups 
and to explore a world of others conceived as individuals living, to some 
degree, outside of groups. While such celebrations generally appear 
benign, they do not help (and may well hinder) individuals in their 
efforts to secure a meaningful degree of independence from groups that 
would claim to define their identities and to determine what is real and 
valuable in their lives.

To assist individuals in securing freedom and independence, univer-
sities would have to devote energy not to supporting diversity, but to 
supporting and strengthening what resilience the student brings with 
him when he enrolls. The more resilient the student, in the sense of the 
word used here, the greater the student’s aptitude for learning, espe-
cially the kind of learning that engages his creative capacities. Under 
pressure from students (and other university members) to provide 
safe spaces for archaic connections and group-oriented experiences 
of self and other, universities have too often accepted measures that 
undermine students’ aspirations to establish autonomy in living, which 
requires that they make the self, rather than the group, the center of 
their doing and relating.

Ambivalence and hope

To live and thrive in a world outside family and community, we must 
give up the hope that we can remake our world, in this case the uni-
versity, into a community of people “like us.” This means we must 
give up the hope that retreating into our group identities will be all we 
need to make our way in the world. There is ample evidence, in their 
responses to student demands, that university faculty and administra-
tors are engaged with this hope, which is the hope that civil society 
can be eliminated or, at least, that it can be transformed into something 
akin to a community or group. The fantasy of eliminating civil society 
or transforming it into a community or group also transforms the pri-
mary goal of the university so that its task is no longer one of enabling 
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students to live in a world of those who differ from them, but, rather, 
of supporting them in their belief that they can transform the world by 
eliminating difference from it.

To the degree that what we value about ourselves is our attachment 
to an identity-based group, we will experience the world outside fam-
ily, group, or community as a dangerous place to be. The diversity fan-
tasy contains both the expectation that we will move beyond our group 
of common identity and the hope that we need not enter into a way of 
being and relating for which no guidance is provided by our group. 
These hopes apply as well to those groups and organizations (such as 
the “diverse community” of the university) that treat diversity itself as 
an object that binds members via identification and shared belief.

Although projective defenses against ambivalence about the self per-
mit us to mitigate tension and anxiety, they also reflect a desire to “hold 
onto” the eliminated feelings and desires, even when “holding onto” 
them means replaying them in enactments or identifications with oth-
ers. In this book, we have described ambivalence about identity, self-
determination, home, civil society, diversity, and more. The presence of 
these powerful ambivalences suggests that it would be naive to assume 
that university conflict is something that those in the university simply 
or unequivocally wish to resolve.

On one level, an individual student or group may demand change 
to resolve a contentious issue or to rectify an injustice. But on another 
level, a student or group may make a demand in a way that suggests 
that the (equally important) opposing intent behind it is to hold onto 
feelings of dissatisfaction, injustice, anger, or grief. Making demands 
that are impossible to satisfy, demands that are internally contradictory, 
or demands that contain a substantial amount of aggression (and, so, 
are likely to provoke aggressive responses in those who receive them) 
may all be expressions of ambivalence.

On this matter, we might recall how, in fantasies of victimization 
operative in university conflict, danger is paradoxically required in order 
to feel secure in the belief that one is endangered, a belief that binds 
together groups that conceive of themselves as endangered, victimized, 
excluded, or oppressed. In this case, even though the group experiences 
victimization as a threat to its existence, the same victimization must be 
realized (and must even be perpetuated) in the university in order to 
keep the group alive. That is, the group requires danger in order to keep 
the group’s ambivalent hope alive: the hope that it will both conquer 
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its victimizers and yet remain a group that can know its members and 
others via shared fantasies of victimization.

Of course, observers may be tempted to judge these ambivalent 
expressions, and the individuals and groups that voice them, to be fool-
ish, childish, or mad. But to do so would be to collude with the dramas 
involved, rather than to understand them. To understand the nature of 
these ambivalent wishes, universities must strive to see their connec-
tions to more complex conflicts surrounding identity that make both the 
resolution of identity-related strife and the failure to resolve identity-
related strife untenable outcomes. Faced with these contradictions, 
we find ourselves in a situation in which university members devote 
themselves to the vigilant monitoring and judgment of others’ (and 
their own) thoughts and expressions concerning identity. This stance 
reflects a fear of discovering, and a hope of discovering, damning flaws 
within the self. Our alignment with forces of surveillance, control, and 
punishment, then, both relies on and reinforces our conviction that we 
are flawed and in need of supervision, correction, and the support of 
identity-defining groups lest what is bad within us rise up to be seen by 
ourselves and others.

While we cannot hope that the university will overcome all regres-
sive forces, we can encourage the university to take measures that 
limit regression in the formulation and implementation of policy. 
These measures would involve not the vigilant monitoring, exposing, 
and censuring of university members, but, rather, sustained efforts to 
understand the fantasies embedded in the goals of university policies 
and university protests. Awareness and understanding of fantasies 
that undermine students’ capacities to live in a world of difference can 
strengthen the university’s own resilience, which is to say, its capacity 
to resist collusion with regressive tendencies. Greater awareness and 
understanding will not eliminate the contradictions embedded in pol-
icy or protest, nor will they eradicate conflict on university campuses, 
but they may increase the likelihood that activities undertaken by uni-
versity members will facilitate thinking, learning, and genuine student 
development.
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