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ABSTRACT
Modern linguistic research shows that the language of

America is that spoken by all residents of the Americas, with many
varieties influenced by other national languages (e.g., Spanish,
African, American Indian). In addition, linguistic research has
resulted in two competing theories about teaching standard English:
that teaching standard English to a dialect speaking ciild enables
him to succeed in activities dominated by the white middle class
(bidialectalism), and that such insistence on the teaching of
standard English is racist. This dilemma indicates the real problem
to be ethnocentrism, not racism, which is merely a subcategory of
ethnocentrism. The vicious cycle of an ethnocentric society may be
broken both through the growing awareness that not only is black
beautiful but all ethnic groups are beautiful, and through a learning
of the standard form of the language of America. (JM)
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.ne - ..er_ca? iweenrly the Wayne Stare U \'1S,. 3SS pub-

...she a book whin suid be of concern to all American linguists and

.uacner., tflough so far it has been noticed by few scholars

except thockf_ interested in colonial Americana. The name of he bock

A Ka trite Ehe L3hAuags of m.ec written by Roger Williams, a-Now

Eng-la i'uritan minisier, in 1443, andjustissuedih a definitive edioioh

Williams crLlhaLly pablished his book barely twelve years

ne had arro.red in z.he Amican colonies and only eight years after

h: had beer. ban. ed fro"' ,Iassachusetts Bay for his insistence on religiou

It was air he es blished a colony in Providence, Rhode T.s.tand,

mat h1. Locame actively invo:ved in missionary work among the Naracnsett

Indians 1,..ned to love, both their language and their culture. as

Kez :_,anluage ef Aurica is an anthropological and linguistic study

.:aracjansezts It is -os: significant that in a day when we are fight- .

,:.g rotsm :ind ethn.rcentr.iJm in language attitudes we can read a col:. ,1

:cnsiders tho lanquae of America to be not the language of:tne

---ohsts, but_ one language of the native inhabitants.

It shcolelbe obou to everyone here that his is not the most preva-

lent view of the Language of A..rica, even today, with the exception of some

.

schclarfs in anthropology, linguistics, and related fields. To many, includ-

i:dg many educated Americans, th- American language is merely a corrupt version

Briticih English. To specially to English teacho.-: the language

-f A: erica is what they speak an teach ih classrs. those wne

are not emAish teachers, the lanjuage of America is often idealized
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,..ey only L.Iperfe..-:cly

-hat 1,s'taught'in schools PyEnglisc :.eacher!, ahc

ehsh.-ihed ara=a:

rel:oi..rch of moler:-. 1.-ihgaisuics has, of course, shown all '

Lc) ;)u anie.-:able. The language o :- America does not consist in one

good c:ialecz and many inferior ones. It is perhaps closer to Roger Willlams'

definition than any ott er; the language of America, as T. will ese the pnrase

here, the language spoken by aT.1 residern,..-; of the Ame'cic.1F,, .h tne

contexr paper, specifically residents of the United States, rec,ard-

less of their origin. Its many varieties have obviously been influenced by

British :nglish, bac tney have also been influenced by Spanish, by American

Indian languages, by African languages, and by innumerable other national

1-ngua,ges.

What want to discuss 1- !ere is a problem Americans have been wrestling

with for almost three centuries. 'Ever since Williams' ,book was pub-

l'..shed there has been a controversy over whether American English is

-lnoli:nic standard that should be imposed upon everyone (certainly ma.-1,

Williams', contemporaries felt London English was the orly proper language

for Americans), or whether it is an infinite variety of viable, dialecz..s..

The problem is, which point of view do, we accept? And then what do we-do H

about people who live in America but Who don't speak what someone else

(English teachers in particular) think is the language of America? For e:.camPlc,

what do we do about the middle-class teacher in an urban ghetto school who

insists Johnny correct his so-called black dialect andLearn,so-called standard:

:-..nglish? Some people would say don't do anything -- that's exact-y what the

teacher should insist upon. Those who told the Opposite poi , of view, how-

, that attitude to me :acistforcing the white man's standards and

.-eqn.re onthepiackchiid.,.
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lan,:juae our

lahgua:ie. -:t .:11 teh years ago,when linguisLs doing 1-4:-,ear

in .:o:.-standard In dialects spor:un in o,:r urban

.Jhettoes, neen.,-d to:.dicate thateducational pl:lycholoq; like (:ari

2e,-eiter and is asse,:iazos had racist attitudes toward z.:7e speech of

black children. These educational psychologists, as the result of some

rather spurious "rescarch, had boncluded that children of minoriLy

espeCiallv blacks-, did not have a fully developed language that was

capable of communicating- coneptual and-a.bstract-ideas,_ and that that lin-

guistic deficiency was the result of an inferior culture. Tenquistic re-.

search has largely evaporated that mytn! and teachers of .-.:ii- ,h are

begihiing to recognize that all dialects are ecuallv viable linguistic

systems, and that the problem is one of attitudes toward ocher dialectS,

not the dialects themselves.

.".,7hether or not racism was- really the cause of Bereiter's conclusions

debatal,le. Tae point is', that his theory is no longer-a.Ccepted by lin-

guilts though unfortunately it is still accepted by many English teachers.

The research of linguists, and the substitution 01 facts about 'Ian-

guage for myths, has resulted in two competing theories about' teacning

standard English. One,- often called the "bidialectal" theory, recognizes

that while all dialects of English are ecual from a linguistic point of

view, they are not equal from a social point of view. Therefore, 3E Johnny

is going to succeed in school, industry, and business dominated by middle--

class whites, he will need to learn the dialect of that class--eise he is

in danger of not being able to coMpete for jobs and academie plums. 13it

: to the bidialecralisJs, should lea. that 6:1alucr 1- a.7111::on

dialect. The



ca. -o be bidiaiectal as well a:.; we can tean,.-

say, stUdents--Lo be -bilingual-

therc: -is a group of linguists, most vocally 3<imes Siedd, who haie

in turn accused zne bid:Ialeetalists of being racists; and as Siedd calls

tnem, white supremacsLs. If you really believe z.,11 dialects are

Sledd argues, then it is worse than hypocritical to ask children to learn

the staneard dialect even as a Second dialect since that only Perpetuates

the elitist:attitudes of our Sqpiety-insteadlwe_ should encouraq-. every

child to native dialect -and puour energies into edUcating the

public '.not to be prejudiced against other- dialectS.:

Now now do we solve -a.is dilemma? It is possible to read all the

literature-on both sides of the question, and the only conclusion we might

draw is that 'each is calling the other a 'racist." -I want toID:f07.13:::,n ,

way out of the dilemma: I believe the problem is not one of racism directly,

but a much broader and deeper problem of ethnocentrism, and that the issue

of racism is in fact a red herring, diverting us from a viable solution.

Perhaps if we can transcend the name-calling of Sledd and nis opponents

we can find a real key into the problem of the language of America.

Before T go any further, let me define those two highly volatile terms,'

"racism" and "ethnocentrism." Obviously the words have many meanings in

many different contexts. Therefore I am going to define the words with very

strict limitations for the purpose of this discussion.

Ethnocentrism Itake to have three related meanings: First, it is tnu

belief that one culture is innately superior to another and therefore so are

all the manifestations of that culture, including language. Second, whether

or not that conscicx,s belief exists, ethnocentrism still can exist in the

form of an orientation, or a stance--we can be so blinded by our own culture

he volt ( of anotnur culture. Third, ethnocenrism Often



refer:; ';',.1e.) a -ess dominant -group in is s,..)servient

position.

Racism is ',Dris difficult to define--for.one thing it has lost its use-

fulness because it has become so charged with connotations of witchhunts.

Further, T believe the term racism has spurious semantic califical.ions

simply because there has never been a satisfactory scientific description

of race as distinct from other categories into which home sapiens has ben

divided. Nevertheless, in popular terms racial groups 4-,7,7:

set off by certain physical characteristics -- skin color for examplewhich

are not necessarily distinguishable among other groups. While I prefer

not to use the term, therefore, it is necessary to deal with it here.

Therefore : will define racism in parallel fashion to ethnocentrism,

remembering that racism is really a subcategory of ethnocentrism anyway:

racism is popularly, first, the belief that one race, whatever that term

means exactly, is superior to another. Second, it is the stance of blind-

ness which limits our point of view so that we can see only our own race as

good and all other races as bad. And third, racism often means the attempt

to perpetuate the lower economic or cultural status of the group looked .doul

upon.

Let me now proceed with my argument that the key to the Sledd-bidialec-

talist controversy lies in the use and misuse of the term "racism."

There have been innumerable articles and books written about the prob-

lem. Let's look at a couple representative samples. Last year, College

English published an excerpt from a book by J. Mitchell Morse, The Trreie-

vent Enclish Teacher, which shows clearly that negative attitudes toward

minority'varieties of the American language are generally ethnocentric, and

incidental racist. ::or,; has is to say about:



Bi.ack Enelif:n de. erelised lan,:juage, an ici= of fetLere,::

minds, the sl:.eech of slavery. It scc..-vc!ci

purposes well. Tt 0,--ot serve the pulpose of free men and

women. Those who would perpetuate it are romanticists cling-

ing to corruption. (College English, March, 1973, p. 83).)

Clearly, to ::orse, Black English is not the language of America. There

is for him, as for Carl Bereizer, only one language of America, and that

is the so-called standard English perpetuated by the schools. But it iu

important to note two things about orse's attitude. First, he is not an

educational psychologist as Boreiter was; he is a professor of litera-

ture, and a highly respected scholar and writer. For that reason he is

a good deal more influential among English teachers than Bereiter was.

The second point is this: like Bareiter, Morse never condemns Black

English because it is spoken by blacks, but rather because it is spoken

by people who are descended from slaves and whose culture has been soruly
ti

undeveloped. I submit that Morse, and others like him, is guilty not of

racism, but of ethnocentrism.

A parallel situation has existed for a long time among teachers of

Spanish-American students. It is interesting that the same assumptions

are often made by teachers in the southwest that the culture of the Mexican-

American is inferior to that of the dominant uppermiddle class culture.

Clearly here there is no question of race, and yet teachers' negative atti-

tudes toward their students'. language-learning abilities have been strongly

influenced by their belief that the child's culture is inferior. Spanish

children in the southwest are often put into classes for the retarded be-

cause they do so poorly on I.Q. tests which require them to use English

when many of them never hear English until they get to school. The same

has happened to black children in urban schools have



been tnought to ';.ave :cw intclligehce because their score:7; are lowt:.e

:7ests, of course, written in a dialect and reflecting a culture differ

ent from the students'.

One more point should serve to illustrate that the problem of racism

in languaqe is not our real problem. Until very recently, tce American

melting pot has been assumed to be the ideal of American culture. The pub-

lication last year of Michael Novak's The Rise of the Unmeitable Ethnics is

a sign of the times. No longer do we need to see the culture of America

as a melting of all differences into one homogeneous set of values--of

course, America has never been that anyway. It's just that now, it seems

to me, we are able to recognize that crucial fact and build on it positively.

Likewise with language - -we have always been very concerned that the language

of America be a homogeneous thing, and we have pretended it is so when it is

not, by ignoring the differences.

It is only recently that the ethnocentrism displayed by Dereiter, Morse

and many others is beginning to give way to the'insights we have received

from linguistic research. English teachers and professors are becoming

more aware of the value of all languages, and of all varieties of dialects

of a language. Many of them are able, with the linguists, to recognize

that the language of America is not a monolithic entity as described by

the innumerable Websters and English school grammars. These academics have

lost at least their conscious ethnocentrism about language and so for them

the dilemma really revolves around this issue: assuming all dialects are

equally good from a linguistic point of view, but recognizing also that there

is a recognizable standard variety of that language that the public at large

.

believes is better than all others, what do we do? Do .we teach ch:iiziren

he standard dialect as a second dialect, in order to give him the necessary

tools for survival in a society whose values are larg:i ethnocentric even



th011 3,..;:::S Z".:7,:: no,: Or dc we refuse to compromise our own beliefs and .(:11

the child :nat since his variety of the language of America just as good

as all other varieties, the-e is no reason for him to learn the standard

dialectto cc so would be compromising his ethnicity or "racial" identity?

We are bac':: to the debate between Sledd and the bidialectalists. If they

cannot fairly call writers like Y:orse racist, then how indeed can they call

each ocher racists?

Sledd believes that those who want to teach standard English as a second

dialect (the bidialectalists) are racist because they are perpetuating the

belief that standard English is superior. It is true, as Sledd points out,

that a black child will be prejudiced against on the job market even if

his mastery of the standard dialect is impeccable. So, I might add, will

a ::exican or an Appalachian white. But it is also true that ha will be

prejudiced against even more if his language reflects to the prospective

employer the culture which the employer is prejudiced acjainsz.

The most vocal resistance to Sledd's theory comes from blacks and other

groups whose children speak dialects which the schools consider non-standard.

In my own contacts with the Detroit Public School system, and in my contacts

with students, I have found many people who express the same fooling as

the following editorial published in the April, 1971 issue of The Crisis,

which is the official publication of the NAACP:

"the new cult of blackness has spawned many astounding

vagaries, most of them harmless, some of them intri-

guing, and others merely amusing. One which has recently

gained a measure of academic and foundation recognition is

not only sheer nonsense but also a cruel.hoax which, if

allowed to go unchallenged, can cripple generations of

black youngsters in their preparation to compete in the

Open market with their non-Negro peers. .
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'hat our cnildren nued and cd.er 61:,;advanua

Amurican children as wonIndian, Spanish-speak-

ing, Asian, Appalachian, and immigrant Caucasian

training in basic English whch today is as near an in-

ternational language as any in the world. To attempt

to lock them into a provincial patois is to limit their

opportunities in the world at large." (Quoted in

College English, Jan., 1973, p. 582.)

I dislike his use of the term "basic English" and "provincial patois" be-

cause it reflects the notion that there is one English that is butter than

every other. Nevertheless, there are two things of crucial importance in

this editorial. First, the editorialist, and ho is typical of others who

grew up speaking a non-standard form of the language and had to master the

standard form, is himself insistent that his children be taught the stan-

dard. Second, he sees the problem not as one of racism, but as a problem

of ethnicitywe cannot accuse him of being ethnocentric, certainly, be-

cause he is aware that,the same problem exists for all speakers of the

language of America who do not belong to the group who grow up speaking so-

called standard English.

What conclusion, then, can we draw from all this? Let me suggest

several. First, both bidialectalists and maintenance theorists like Siedd

have used racism as a red herring to steer us away from the real problem.

We obviously have a problem of ethnocentric attitudes toward language in

our society which causes most people outside of academia to conceive of

the language of America as a homogeneous entity and therefore to see all

non-standard varieties as inferior. Now it is very easy for Siedd to call

the bidialectalists racist because he feels they are perpetuat racism,

that the problem is much deeper than that. Likewi.i-;e, it is



uasy for hlec :2. call :,ludd a racist bocau;,: :_neery

would koop zhe social and oconom!,c ladder.
-

3ozh are ng the point that the issue is not a rac!.al

though it obviously has racial 'Overtones. :t is a .2roblu-,-. -that is mu

wider and deeper tnan that, a Problem.ofa society -that .0 lar.jely ethno-

centric, (and wnat society is not?). The signs or the times are not only

that 31ack is beautiful but that Polish is beautiful and Ukranian is

beautiful and Italian is beautiful and Appalachian American is .huautifUL

But all these beautifulpc:cola nevertheless want to learn the standazd

form of the language of America. I maintain that if we are no willing

to teach them that if we say in our often smug middle-class liburalism

that they should maintain their present dialect, then we are making it

difficult to ever break the vicious cycle of ethnocentrism. For young

people today will hopefully grow up being less ethnocentric than their

parents; and having a command of moth the standard dialect and the ethnic

dialect, they may me in a position to fight ethnoaentrism. And who knows,

in some distant American Utopia maybe everyone will recognize that the

language of America is not monolithic, thatlall varieties of it are equally

good, and it will not be necessary to battle about racism and ecnnocen-
,

tricity. But we are not living in that Utopia yet., The key into the

language of America in the 20th century; it seems to me, is the understand-

Wing that our language is a diverse one, that the diversi..y must be respected

and perhaps encouraged, but that in order to overcome the ethnocentricity

rampant today we must give all people the chance to transcend that ethno-

centricity not by melting into .Some hemogeneoUs American language but my

learning the standard variety of the,language of America while yet retain-

ing their own unmeitable variety of that language.


