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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 child 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 ethnocentrisam, 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. (JHN)
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fulness becausce i1t has become s0 chavged with connotations of witchhunis,.
Turther, I beliegve the terwm racism ll@as spurious semantic (ualificacions

simply becausce there has nevey becn a sactisfactory scientific descripticon

of race as distinct from other categories into which homo sapiens has b.en

dividad, Novercheless, in populny worms ¥acial groups ara whose whiol ane

set off by certain physical characteristics=-skin color for axample=-=wnich
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arily cdistinguistable among other dgroups. Whi

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

on to echnocentrism,

Thereiore I will define racism in parallel

B
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remenbering that racism is really a subcategory of ethnocentrism anyway:
racism is popularly, first, the bhelici that one race, whatever that term
means exactly, is superior to arother. Second, it is the stance of bilindg=-
ness wiich limics our point or view so that we can see only our own race as
good and all or“cr.races as bad. And third, racism often means the attomp:
tural status of the grour lookad down
upon.

Let me now proceed with my argument that the key to the S1 edd-bidialeq-
talist con“rovcvsv lies in the use and misuse of the term "racism.,"

There have baen innumerable articles and books writteﬁ about the prob=
lem. ILet's look at a couple representative samples. Last year, Collage

Englisr published an excerpt from a book by J. Mitchell Morse, The Irrele=-

veni Sngligh Teacner, which shows clearly that negative attitudes toward

sinocricy varieties of the aAmcrican language arc gencrally cihrocenctric, and
»nly locidentally racist.  Movse has tnlg o gav about Black Fingl
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purposcs waell, ¢ cannot sorve the purposc of frce ~an and

women. Those who would perpetuate it are romanticisuts cling=-
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ing to corruption. {College English, March, 1973, p. #39.)

Clearly, to rovse, Black BEnglish is not the language of America. There

is for him, as for Carl Bereiter, only one language of aAmcrica, and that

izporvant to note two things about Morse's attitude. T
educatcional psychologist as Bereiter was; he is a professor of litfra-
sure, and a highly respected scholar aﬁd writer. For that reason he is
a gooc deal more influential among English teachers than Berciter was.
Trhe sccond point is this: l1ike Bereiter, Morse rgve; condemns Black
Znglish becausc it is spoken by blacks, but rather because it is spoken

ople who are descended from sl wes and whose culture has becn sorely
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urdeveloped. I submit tnhat Morse, and others like him, is guilty not of
|

racism, but of ethnocentrisn.

A parallel situation has existecd for-a long time among tecachers of
Spanisn=aAmerican ;tudents{ It is interesting that tﬁe same assumptions
are often macde by teacher§ in the southwest that the culture of the lFexican=
hrmerican is inferior to that of the dominant upper~middle class culture.

D _t .

Clearly here there is no cguestion of race, and yet teachers' negative atii=

cudes toward their students™ langaage-learnlng abilities have becen strongly

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

children in the southwest are often put into classes for the retarded he=

o so poorly on I.D. tests which require them to usc English
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many 0 them never neay English until they get to school. The same

oY souroo, has happenoed o black children in urian schiools wiho have
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in language is not our veal problem. Until very rccently, the Amcrican
seloing pot nas been assumed to pe the ideal of Amarican culture. The pub=

o

lication last vear of Michael Novak's The Rise of the Ummeltable Zthnics is

a sign of the timas., No longer do wa neoed to sca the cullure of Amarica
as a neiltiry of all differences into one nomogeneous set of values==oI

course, Axmerica has never peen that anvway. It's just that now, it seems

to me, we are able to recognize that crucial fact and build on it pozitivelvy,
Likewise with language==we have always oeen very concerned that the language
of America de a homogeneous tihiing, andéd we have pretended it is so when it is
not, »y igrnoring the differences.,

It is only recently that the ethnocentrism displaved by Bergiter, Morse
and many others is beginning to give way to the insights we have reccived
from linguistic research. English teachers and professors are bacoming
more aware of the valﬁe of all languages, ang of all varietvies of diaiects

of

o]

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 larée
believes is better than all the otheré, what do we do? Do -we teach chl..ren

ialect as a second dialect, in order to give him the necessary
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tools for survival in a society whose values are larg: . cthnocentric even
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dialact==te Jo s0 would be compromising his ethnicity or "racial
We arc hack to the debate between Sledd and the bidialectalists. IT chey

cannot fairly call writers like lMorse racist, then how irdeecd can they call

S1add selicves that those who want to teach standard Hnglish &s a sacon
dialece (the bidialectalists) arc racist because they are perpetuating th
selief tihat standard BEnglish is superior. It is true, as Sledd points out,
that & black child will be prejudiced against on the job market cven if

nis mastery of the standard dialect is impeccable. So, I might ada, will

et

& Mexican or an Appalachian white. But it is also True that he will be
prejudiced against even more if nis laaguage reflects Lo the progpective
emplover the cultur: which the employer is ejudiced against

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

1

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

[o])

In my own contacts with the Detroit Public bclool system, ard in my contacts
with students, I have found many people who express the same fecling as
the following editorial published in the April, 1971 issue of Theg CT-blS,

I

which is tne official publication of the NAAC
“rhe 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 nhoax which, if

ailowed to go unchallienged, can cripple generations of

hlack voungsters in their preparation to compete in the

)en owmarket with their non=Negro peers. « . .
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caining in basic English which teday is as near an in=

ternacional language as any in the world. To attenpr

&

to lock them into a poovincial patois is wo liwmit their
vortunities in the world at large." (Quoted in

Colliege SInglish, Jan., 1973, p. 582.)

I édiglike iis use OFf the term "basic English and "provincial pacois' be=-
cause it reflects the notion that there is one English that is hetter than

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

this editorial. First, the editorialist, and he is typical of others who
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dard. Second, he sees the problem not as one of racism, but as a problem
of ethnricity==-we cannot accuse him of being ethnocentric, certainly, be=
cause ne is aware that tne same problem exists for all speakers of the
language of America who do not belohg to thg group who grow up speaking so-
calied stancdard Englisn.

what conclusion, hen, can we draw from all this? Let me suggest
several. First, both bidialectalists and maintenance theorists like Sledd
nave usediracism as a red nerring to steer us away from the real problem.
We obviously have a problem of ethnocentric attitudes toward language in
our society.which causes mcest people outside of academia té conceive of

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

nen=standard varieties as inferior. Now it is very easy for Sledd to call

the pidialectalists racist hecause he feels they are perpetuat! »j racism,
witle orawars vhat the problem iz much deeper than that. Likewisc, it is
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