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fireracy is straightforward, our tradition ensures that the political

unaoawzmvansﬂ of the mo_::o.: cannot be correspondingly simple.

A CHA an reader may already v.mé Smn:.na ﬁrwﬁ. Iam 8&55& to plu-
PTER IV 1 walism and local control in education. It is my belief that we can

| work within those traditions and still achieve a far higher level of

g\amao:m_ literacy than we now have. I hope that the schools them-
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Ic TA) QO@NN\MQ ] Because our country started out with a powerful commitment to
] religious toleration, we developed habits of cultural tolerance to go
with it. Since the nineteenth century, when we managed to accom-
modate a tremendous influx of new citizens from many different i\.\w
nations and cultures, pluralism and tolerance have been part of 9:\#\‘.\“\\ ’
% : self-portrait. We believé that our diversity brings us a speciat sttength

OUR TRADITIONS OF M andvitality. Paralleling our cultural diversity, and in fact preceding
DIVERSITY AND UNITY . it, has been our tradition of political diversity, which developed out
of the balance of powers between the states and the federal gov-
ernment.

But cultural pluralism has always been a moderate tradition in
this country. We do not seethe with cultural animosities like warring
Serbs and Croats. Our discussions have produced few influential
defenses of cultural separatism. The dominant model of American
pluralism has been that of the “hyphenated American”: the Italo-
American, the Polish-American, the Afro-American, the Asian-
American, and so forth. Moreover, even the emotion-ridden ar-
guments between cultural pluralists and cultural assimilationists
have been about the most appropriate degrees of diversity within
a basically moderate framework. The arguments revolve around
such questions as: Shall we aim for the gradual assimilation of all
into one national culture, or shall we honor and preserve the diverse
cultures implicit in our hyphenations? Shall we slow down the pace
of new immigration in order to retain the present amalgam of
cultures or shall we continue to respect the tradition of America as
a refuge for all groups?
important thar h oF T edtcation In the context o.m these m.nm&ao:m_ arguments, we must set m.m&.m

¢ lonis so as a completely different issue the current debate over linguistic
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pluralism did not support linguistic pluralism. The great Amer;
apostles of pluralism — William James and Horace Kallen chi
among them — assumed that our diversity would develop i
text of a common language. They iohl
mnngwﬁmﬁng we would talk and argue with nm._.”
,Qro_. as members of a single language community, peacefully q r,
in literate English. Our diversity has been represented by the mog
on all our coins — E PLURIBUS UNUM, “out of many one.” Q
debate has been over whet the many or the one.

If we had to make a choice between the one and the many,
Americans would choose the principle of unity, si
?.S.n:o: as a nation without it. Indeed, we have already fought
civil war over that question. Few of us accept the extreme an,

impractical idea that our unity can be a purely legal umbrella, iEnrm
formally contains but does not integrate our diversity. On the other '

side, the specific content of our larger national culture is not and
must not be detailed, unchanging, or coercive, because that would
impinge on our equally fundamental principles of diversity, local-
ism, and toleration. A balanced, moderate position is the only work-
able American position, and it is bound to be the one that will
prevail.

If our system had not encouraged localism and diversity, we
én:E in any case have developed them. If our diversity had not
arisen from immigration, local accident, and other historical causes,
we would have evolved local differences anyway. Localism is con-
mQ:.:_w being reinvented all over the world, since the large, modern
national state does not and cannot lend enough social glue or emo-
tional meaning to satisfy the human desire for community. Among
the democracies, France, that supposed model of cultural homo-
geneity, continues to preserve local and even contranational tra-
ditions of the most diverse kinds. In his absorbing book Peasants
N.S_.o ‘mwmamwﬁma_ Eugen Weber shows that, contrary to common
opinion, a truly shared French national culture did not really come
into being until well into the twentieth century and even then did
not supplant local traditions as thoroughly as many have thought.’

The worlds of the private and the familial and of the group —
the neighborhood, the professional association, the club — are the
worlds in which we mainly live. Erving Goffman and other social
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v%nro_ommma have shown that all of us inhabit numerous local
cultures and adopt hundreds of small-scale cultural roles within the
Jarge-scale culture.® Moreover, the American tradition encourages
the development of all these local cultures and associations as a
matter of fundamental legal and ethical principle, with the result
that our nation has a deliberately contranational element built into
it. Our code is designed to protect local and individual interests
against the wider nation, just as it is designed to protect minorities
against majorities.

This tradition was encapsulated for me in a moment during the
television drama of the Watergate hearings. Senator Sam Ervin, in
the full glory of his local twang, decided to remind us that what
had become an amorphous spectacle called Watergate had in fact
to do with a basic principle: our protection of the local against the
national, of the private against the public, the individual against
the state. Ervin’s words had nothing to do with the abstract breaking
of this or that statute but with the deliberately built-in limits of
state authority. The words he quoted were spoken by that great
defender of the American colonists, William Pitt the Elder, and they
became permanently etched in my mind in a Southern drawl that

rang like poetry:*

The poorest man may in his cottage

bid defiance to all the force of the Crown.
It may be frail;

its roof may shake;

the wind may blow through it;

the storms may enter,

the rain may enter, —

but the King of England cannot enter.

I can still hear Ervin saying, “But thuh King of Inglun kennawd
ennuh.”

It is fortunate that such life-enhancing localism has been part of
our tradition, because the brute fact of history in every modern
nation has been the increasing dominance of the national culture
over local and ethnic cultures. Studies of the demographic structures
of American cities during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
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and self-help, in equality, freedom, truth telling, and respect for the
pational law.

Besides these vague principles, American culture fosters such myths
about itself as its practicality, ingenuity, inventiveness, and inde-
%:%E-Bmsm&:mmm, its connection with the frontier, and its be-
peficence in the world (even when its leaders do not always follow
beneficent policies). It acknowledges that Americans have the right
to disagree with the traditional values but nonetheless acquiesce in
the dominant civil ethos to the point of accepting imprisonment as
the ultimate means of expressing dissent.

Although these principles have not been immune to internal at-
tack in American history, they have nonetheless proved durable.
Our national culture was created at the start of the modern age,
when dogmatic, sectarian religion had already come under the dev-
astating criticism of the Enlightenment, and when American civil
religion, in the vague form in which our founders created it, began
to accommodate itself to the secularism of the modern age. This
civil religion, “big-tented and tolerant,” as Charles Krauthammer
calls it, lends coherence to the larger American public culture and
is the basic source of American values.®

Although some modern secularists do not accept public religious
expressions of any sort, and do not regard them as the necessary
source of social bonding and civic virtue, their position has not
been sustained by history. The Ameri ivilreligion, as expressed
in our national rites and @Svoﬂ-w in fact a central source of
coherence in American public culture, holding together various and
even contradictory elements of its tradition. Secularists who deplore
any public references to God, and regard benevolent social ideas
as ultimate civic principles, are, in the end, just another species of
hyphenated Americans — secularist-Americans — who form a large
class but acquiesce in the second side of the American hyphen like
most of us who sing the national hymn, pledge allegiance (‘“‘under
God”) to the flag, know that all are “endowed by their Creator”
with inalienable rights.

When George Washington in his Farewell Address said that “re-
ligion and morality are indispensable supports” of the American
commonwealth, these sentiments were by no means peculiar to him.
Those who collaborated in writing his address included Alexander
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ciety; Horace Mann’s Twelfth Report to the Massachusetts
Board of Education; the Seneca Falls Declaration on Women’s
Rights; Abraham Lincoln’s “House Divided” speech; John
Brown'’s speech to the Court that sentenced him . . .10

And so on for a couple of paragraphs, through the Truman Doctrine
and the reports of Truman’s Commission on Higher Education and
on Civil Rights.

Kallen’s list is dated, too long, and too narrowly based in his
own values. It takes too little account of the distinction between
what is broadly and consensually established among Americans
over the generations and what he thinks it would be good to throw
in. But Kallen rightly includes contemporary documents because
the American bible is constantly being brought up to date through
new additions, as is the American Constitution through new inter-
pretations. Cultural revision is one of our best traditions.

There is, of course, a very good reason why thé principle of
cultural revision should parallel our principle of legal change and
constitutional reinterpretation. They are fundamentaily similar. The
Constitution has biblical status for the nation, but it is understood
to be amendable because it serves a principle more ultimate than
itself — that of the sovereignty of the people. The bible of the Amer-
ican civil religion is based on fundamental principles of justice,
freedom, and equality that permit progress and change.

One recent addition to the current American bible is the *“I Have
a Dream” speech by Martin Luther King, Jr., which self-consciously
draws on earlier texts of the American bible to make its new con-
tribution, just as the writers of the New Testament deliberately
reappropriated the words of the Old. I have placed in italics King’s
quotations from and allusions to documents that belong to the

cultural literacy of every American.

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live
out the true meaning of its creed: We hold these truths to be
self-evident; that all men are created equal. . . . I have a dream
that one day every valley shall be exalted, every bill and moun-
tain shall be made low, the rough places will be made plains,
and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory




02

AMERICAN D1 1
VERSITY AND A
PUBLIC DIS ;

OOC’ 4

s

of th

NMQQ%. hozw_, Mwn:.vm revealed, and all flesh shall see it tof

will be able S_MEM___.?M the day when all of God's chilire
with new Bﬂm—x_m: M y . rerd

SW ; 8 4 )
&mﬂ@%ﬂ“& o Eumwnvw.o\ thee I sing. hmwh& N«MMN tis of theey
\meoﬁ wmmmswm pilgrims’ pride, from every 30:3”““ \W&Q \

’ . ... When we let freedom ri side, lety
r . m ri A
n_<:omH MnMB every <._=mmn and every hamlet, ?MW “WM: we let §
God’s ommm““w sn__w Wu able to speed up that day cwwmwwnmmsﬂ,

, black men and whi of 4

Prot X white men, . 1
o Nrnnmﬁﬂwww:ﬁw m.waro“wnm, will be able to _.%ﬂc Mmm%nm Mamn_nm, 4
of that old Negro spiritual nd sing §

last! Thank God Almighty, we aw« \SM MNWMMM ‘& last! Free at

3

% THE VOCABULARY OF
A PLURALISTIC NATION

O—c— elgion 1VES k’:—ﬂu 1can OC—HC—O 1ts &mn@ﬁﬁmc: N:ﬁm QQ::OW ~ﬁﬂ
4
3

&N—:Q:HW~ <N~Cﬂm v:H t does not determine n_—n A—MCO_ m;mnA— con-
mc: Py 1 ﬁm S &

1
tents Om American :NH—O=N~ OEHHCAO. American :Nﬁﬂo=m~ 05~ﬁ:n0 1S

neither coheren
t nor monolithi
to define its ic, and no convincin
character has ever appeared — not Wﬁﬁ%? fully §
en Alexis de IR

culture, as

contrasted wi i .
ed with the national civil religion, depends on a highl
, a highly §

diverse vocab icati
o ?:&mEn:M_WMM— Mu:mnmoaﬂ::_.nmm._o: rather than a coherent syst
nn”mmo:, the national <owwv:m~nﬁ M_Mm_,wmm Cr.a Mrm bible of %W &n«ﬁ
whe use it . es with the co
mentally Q,UDNMH<NM0WM% Mm its use in 855:38&0”%”” ﬂ_mo M_””an
Saopase we think ommM 3_8. core contents change <n,Q slowl v
segmonte, At one end it erican w:v__.n w::E.n as existing in nw.nnn
eI o) e o our civil religion, which is laden with
freedom. pattiotiom. o :JE«R we have absolute 858#5@:8_“
o P mvmgm:m ity, self-government, and so on. At nwo
course, by no means em Sy _m the vocabudary of our Eﬁo.:m_ di A.w
in the sense that it is zmwmw ﬁM M%MMMMM vmﬁ mo:o%n_nmmwﬁwﬂ:m—u :
arise in public di . all the conflicting : M;@
BmBBoﬂu ) OnnMMnoEMm. This vocabulary is romv:mvﬂnm aMmMu nm ¥
graphy and prudery, Catholicism and Nnm M:M

Vocabulary of 4 Pluralistic Nation 103

dium for engaging in argument and agreement about highly
0 Tical and cultural 1SSUes. reeen These two extremes

o vast middle domain of culture proper. Here are the concrete

customs, technologies, and legends that define and deter-
itudes and actions and our institutions. Here

nge, growth, conflict. This realm determines
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we find constant cha

the texture of our national life.
Although it is in some respects more important than the other

the middle realm lacks the stability of either our national
religion OF vocabulary. It shifts moIE with the times than our other
Jdomains. The lines between these three realms cannot Be firmly

two
——— cach influences the others and is influenced by them. But

drawn;
the middle Jomain is the only one whose contents are worth arguing

about.
Because the middle domain is so significant, contentious, and

value-laden, we must be all the more solicitous for the integrity of
the vocabulary of public discourse itself. There 15 N0 pointin arguing
about either our cvil religion or our vocabulary. They are our
national givens, our starting points. Our civil religion defines our
broadly shared values as a societys and our national vocabulary
functions, of should function, as Out broadly shared instrument of

communication. Only through 2 capacious and widely shared vo-
nmvc_QOm:oE aaBonQ

deal effectively with the contentious
issues of the middle domain.

if our civil religion is “big-tented and tolerant,” how much more
capacious and tolerant is ouf national vocabulary. (Again, | mean

something very broad by the word vocabulary; | mean cultural

literacy — the whole system of widely shared ‘nformation and as-
sociations.) This everyday vocabulary 18 much more pragmatic and
tolerant of diversity than even the civil religion. What counts in the
sphere of public discourse is simply being able to use the language
of culture in order to communicate 41y point of view effectively.
Some have objected that to publish the contents of our national
vocabulary would have the offect of promoting the culture of the
dominant class at the expense of minority cultures. But historically,
the publication of vocabularies and dictionaries has not fixed the

vocabulary of any national language. Nor does the national vo-

cabulary reflect 2 coherent culture of a dominant class or other
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as much as they themselves were changed by it. In the documents
vnnmn:\& from that era, we can find, even from one decade to
another, evidence that local London forms were being “driven out
by forms previously only found in other districts, especially those
of the North.”1?> Even the place names of London — and place
names are perhaps the most conservative cultural forms of any
words in ordinary use — show the effects of the new eclectic speech.
Isemonger Lane became Ironmonger Lane, Crepelgate became Crip-
plegate, and so on, all under the influence of the provincial immi-
grants.

Dialects rubbed up against each other in the public streets and
halls of London. The great city was a meeting place for public
interactions of all sorts. There, people of all types — artisans,
tradespeople, and aristocrats — were attracted by the magnetism
of London’s money, amusement, and excitement. The need for a
common medium of intercourse among all these different classes
of people gradually pulled into use a common, composite speech
for use in public discourse. The local London dialect actually dis-
appeared and was gradually replaced by something that had never
existed before — an amalgam that had no single identifiable parent.
It did not represent the speech of any particular location, class, or
ethnic group.

The old claim that this London speech, which became the basis
of our standard written English, was just the upper-class dialect of
the royal court is incorrect. The members of the court itself came
from all parts of England and spoke different native dialects. King
and courtier alike had to learn the common London speech; it
formed the upper-class speech of the court, not vice versa. The
dialect that formed the basis of our own national language was, in
origin, the democratic speech of the marketplaces and alleyways of
the big melting pot of London.

In Mankind, Nation, and Individual from a Linguistic Point of
View, Otto Jespersen traces the same process of forming an eclectic
common speech in many of the big cities of Europe.'* The famous
Italian standard of speech idealized the process memorably: lingua
toscana in bocca romana (“Tuscan speech in Roman mouth”). The
great cities forged the beginnings of the common, classless languages
of all the great European nations.
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Neither in origin nor in subsequent history have national lan-
guages been inherently class languages. It is true that after national

dictionaries were formulated, the standard languages were more

likely to be acquired by people who were rich enough to be educated

than by poor people. But the distinction is one of schooling, which -

we have made universal, not of economic or social class. Ideological
phrase dropping about the connections between cultural literacy
and social class should therefore leave us unimpressed. Historically,
the modern democratic nations arose at the same time as the great
national literate languages, and, ever since, democracy and literate
culture have been essentially connected.

It is, therefore, a very odd cliché that connects literate national
culture with elitism, since it is the least elitist or exclusive culture
that exists in any modern nation. Literate culture is far less exclu-
sive, for instance, than any ethnic culture, no matter how poverty
bound, or pop culture or youth culture. It has no in-group, no
generational or geographical preference. It can be mastered in the
country or in the city, in a shanty or a mansion, so long as the

opportunity is given. But it must be given effectively by school-

ing that prod not by ceremonies of schooling that
do not.

i

By accident of history, American cultural literacy has a bias to-
ward English literate traditions. Short of revolutionary political
upheaval, there is absolutely nothing that can be done about this.
It is not a weakness of our literate culture that it has its origins in
English traditions, for, like all the other literate traditions connected
with great national languages, the English tradition is broad and
heterogeneous and grows ever more so. For many centuries it has
embraced a wide range of materials, as evidenced in Hugh Blair’s
Rbetoric, which contains elements from many lands and cultures.
Yet Blair’s book did not contain any items from his native land.
Many national cultures are neglected in our national vocabulary —
not just Scottish, Welsh, and Irish, but also German, French, Span-
ish, and Italian. Dozens of other cultures could consider themselves
disenfranchised by the continued dominance in our nation of En-
glish literate culture. What have Americans to do, in any ethnic or
national sense, with 1066 or Chaucer or Milton? Nonetheless, we
have kept and still need to keep English culture as the dominant
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