
I. Multicultural Education: History 
and Current Controversy 

Historical and Social Sources of 
Multicultural Education 
The current movement of 'multicultural educa­
tion' is a response to several social and historical 
circumstances I. Probably most US Americans 
connect it with the changing demographics of 
our national student population, and of our 
society more generally. Between 1976 and 1986 
the public school 'minority" population went 
from 24% to ahnost 30%2. According to latest 
census. Bureau counts, the current non-Hispanic 
white population is 73.6% of the total popula­
tion'. Continuing immigration of Asian/Padfic 
Islanders and Latinos and higher birth rates 
among these groups and blacks than whites will 
push that figure higher', whatever the outcome 
of the current wave of anti-immigration senti­
ment and policy. "laking into account the 
younger average age of these groups compared 
to whites, by the early years of the 21 st century, 
whites may no longer be a majority of school 
children. The most rapidly increasing portion of 
the population is neither 'black" nor 'white", 
diversifying the ethno-racial picture and making 
the predominant 'black/white" way of thinking 
about race and ethnicity increasingly obsolete. 

But multiculturalism is a response not only to 
the diversity itself, but to striking social. eco­
nomic, and educational inequalities. In 1989 the 
median family income for whites was $33,915, 
for African-Americans $19,329, and for Hispanics 
$21,769'- The poverty rate for African-American 
children is almost triple that of whites. In educa­
tion, blacks have made tremendous progress in 
the past half century. By 1991, the percentage of 
blacks completing high school was almost equal 
to that of whites' (although the Hispanic rate is 
much lower)7. However, black college comple­
tion rate-strongly and increasingly related to 
income--decreased throughout the '80's, and is 
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now only about half that of whites8
• Moreover, 

the pattern of deprivation is very unequal in the 
black community, with a bottom third of urban 
residents in a state of poverty and social disinte­
gration, worse off than in the 1960's, while the 
top third, and to some extent the middle one, 
have greatly benefited from the Civil Rights 
revolution. 

Regarding these inequities, blacks have 
struggled since the end of slavery, and even 
before, for education, and eventually for equal 
access and educational parity with whites. This 
ancient struggle must be seen as a second source 
of the current multicultural movement. Educa­
tion has always played a central role in blacks' 
struggle for racial equality'. The Brown VS. Board 
of Education decision in 1954 promised equal 
schooling, and many black leaders in the deseg­
regation struggles of the 1950's averred that by 
the 1960's this goal would finally be achieved lO

• 

Equity was linked with school integration, and 
rested on the assumptions that once blacks had 
access to the same schools as whites, and once 
whites got to know blacks, obstacles to social and 
education equality would disappear. 

These assumptions proved false; because of 
white resistance, continuing residential segrega­
tion and the abandonment of cities by whites in 
large numbers, coupled with residence-based 
school assignment, schools remained much more 
racially segregated than integration activists and 
the Brown court anticipated. Movements of black 
parents to take control of their increasingly 
segregated schools sought educational change 
and improvement while abandoning, at least 
temporarily, the goal of integration. 

While access to educational opportunities 
provided to whites has been a dominant goal for 
the black community, a second important strand 
in the black view of education has been a criti­
cism of white-dominated education. This consti­
tutes a third source of the current multicultural 
education movement. Carter Woodson, the 
African-American historian and educator, in his 



The Mis-Education of the Negro in 1933, criti­
cized white-controlled or white-influenced 
educational institutions (including primarily 
black ones) for providing a form of education 
that portrayed blacks as inferiors and deprived 
them of the educational wherewithal to compre­
hend their own history and their situation in the 
United States". W.E.B. du Bois also came to 
advocate, or at least accept, separate schools for 
blacks'2. 

The Civil Rights Movement and the Black 
Power movement of the '60's continued this dual 
focus on equity, and on black pride and emanci­
pation from white domination (both political and 
educational). The Afrocentric wing of the current 
multicultural movement is a direct descendant of 
Woodson and of black nationalist currents that 
have always been present, to a greater or lesser 
extent, in the African-American community. 

The movement for black equality has, in turn, 
inspired other groups to seek equality and 
recognition in education and society-women, 
gays, the disabled, linguistic minorities, other 
"racial minorities". These movements and the 
groups in question have, to a greater or lesser 
extent, been incorporated into the general 
understanding of "multicultural education" and 
constitute a fourth source of the current move­
ment. 

American civic self-understanding contains a 
strong element of equality, enshrined in the 
Declaration of Independence and the post­
Slavery and Reconstruction amendments (13th, 
14th, and 15th) to the Constitution, that has 
provided a shared reference point for movements 
for educational equity. But an additional. though 
much weaker, strand in our public political 
culture that has leant support to multiculturalism 
is the challenge to assimilation in the name of 
cultural pluralism. Immigrant groups often 
struggled to preserve cultural and linguistic 
institutions reflecting their country of origin. 
German-Americans, for example, fought, suc­
cessfully, for German-language schools in Cincin­
nati and other mid-Western cities". 

In the 1920's a philosophy of cultural plural­
ism was propounded by Randolph Bourne and, 
more influentially, by the pragmatist Horace 
Kallen". Earlier W.E.B. du Bois had put forth a 
similar philosophy but with a recognition of race 
absent in Bourne and Kallen; and in the 1920's 
and '30's the African-American philosopher and 
Harlem Renaissance figure Alain Locke articu­
lated a more race-inclusive form of semi-relativ­
ist cultural pluralism". We should eschew the 
philosophy of assimilation, they all argued, and 
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welcome and help to preserve our nation's rich 
cultural diversity. 

This outlook never attained nearly the public 
legitimacy of equality-based approaches to 
difference; nor did it have a strong impact on 
schooling, which remained in the grip of power­
ful assimilationist pressures. (Indeed, schools 
were the primary locus of explicit assimilationist 
policy.) However, in the '30's and '40's the 
"intercultural education movement" propounded 
a weaker version of pluralism that did have 
influence in some school districts". 

The rise of Nazism and other forms of fascism, 
and then their defeat, led, after W. w.n, to a 
concern that schools contribute to reasserting 
democratic principles. This involved a pallid form 
of cultural diversity education in the intercul­
tural education movement; much stronger was a 
push to assert values of equality and democracy 
as against prejudice, discrimination, and racism'7. 
Still, this history of support for cultural pluralism 
constitutes a fifth historical source for current 
multiculturalism. 

Political Ferment Over Multicultural 
Education 
Versions of multicultural education have been 
with us since at least the mid-1970's, and have 
penetrated the world of education in a substan­
tial way since the 1980's. Beginning in the early 
1990's multicultural education began to be 
criticized, often quite intensely, in major news 
media, and then in a spate of books. Much of the 
criticism was directed against versions of 
multicultural education in the world of higher 
education, where it was also referred to as 
'political correctness" and 'identity politics"; but 
substantial attention focused on the K-12 arena 
as well'S. 

Major battles were fought over textbooks and 
over state and national curriculum standards, 
especially for social studies. In the early 1990's, 
Thomas Sobol. then a recently-appointed Com­
missioner of Education in New York, commis­
sioned a group of largely minority educators to 
prepare a report to guide the teaching of social 
studies. Their report, A Curriculum of Inclusion, 
garnered extraordinary public opposition among 
some prominent historians and other educators. 
The critics claimed that the report 'contemptu­
ously dismisses the Western tradition", promotes 
racial division, and fails to give allegiance to 
commonly accepted standards of evidence in 
history". (The committee contained no histori­
ans.) The criticisms led to the appointment by 
the State Board of Regents of a second commis­
sion whose membership included some of these 



multicultural education is seldom explored. Nor 
has moral education itself, or the current educa­
tional movements in favor of it, made much 
connection with multiculturalism. The value 
dimension of multicultural education has not 
been sufficiently distinguished from its other 
educational purposes-its contribution to a more 
accurate picture of US American history or 
literature, for example. In this essay I want to 
highlight this suppressed value element in 
multicultural education, while also giving due 
attention to subject matter concerns as well. 

Multicultural education involves values that 
apply to distinct entities in the educational 
process, of which we can distinguish four­
individual. teacher, school. society. The indi­
vidual level are those values taught to 
children-values that the pupils are meant to 
acquire in the process of multicultural education. 
Examples might be respect for persons of other 
cultures, treating people as equals regardless of 
race and, a disposition to intervene to prevent or 
mitigate racial injustice. 

However, a second locus of multicultural 
values are teachers-values meant to inform 
their practice and professional ethos. Examples 
are treating each student fairly, showing respect 
for the culture of each child, ensuring that each 
child is given a form of education appropriate to 
her particular abilities, and the like. 

A third locus is the school, to which many of 
the same values apply; but these are to be 
implemented not only in individual classes but 
throughout the culture of the school as a whole, 
in its interaction with parents and the commu­
nity. 

Some but not all versions of multicultural 
education imply that the society itself should 
attempt to embody certain values as well. Ex­
amp�es might be equality of opportunity, racial 
integration, affirmative action. 

Most of this paper will concern the individual 
values implicated in multicultural education. 
Individual values are the subject of "character 
education", which concerns the teaching of 
values meant to become personal qualities in the 
individual student. Examples generally cited are 
honesty, responsibility, courage, compassion. To 
speak of character education signifies that 
students are not merely to be taught about these 
values, or how to think about them or examine 
them critically-but actually to acquire them as 
part of their personal character. They are to be 
taught actually to be honest, courageous, com­
passionate, responsible. 

In general. the most visible proponents of 
character education have been cultural conserva-
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tives2
', whose prominence in this field depends 

on several claims that often accompany the 
advocacy of "character education" and have 
shaped its public meaning. One is that character 
education, or character more generally, is the 
primary solution to a number of large social ills, 
such as teen-age pregnancy, violence, general 
anti-social behavior, and the like; the role of 
economic and other structural factors in produc­
ing or contributing to these conditions are 
ignored. A second is an opposition to other moral 
education approaches, such as Lawrence 
Kohlberg's cognitive-developmentalism and 
Sidney Simon's "values clarification", both of 
which (despite their differences) emphasize the 
student'S thinking critically about moral dilem­
mas and coming to terms with a plurality of 
moral positions. A third, related association is 
that the favored traits of character are to be 
inculcated to a significant degree through exhor­
tation and appeals to authority (religion, parent, 
or teacher). Fourth--a related pOint--{:haracter 
education is often associated with religious belief. 
as though the only secure foundation for values 
lays in religion. 

However, character education can be un­
coupled from these four associations, and re­
cently the character education movement has 
been joined by people of all political stripes2

'. 

The movement for multicultural education 
would be greatly strengthened by a frank ac­
knowledgment that some of what it should be 
aiming to teach to children are traits of character 
appropriate to a culturally pluralistic society with 
a legacy of racial discrimination. 

Within the domain of individual character 
values a distinction between moral and civic 
values is useful. Though there is no sharp line 
between these, civic values engage more directly 
with the polity (at various levels-local. national, 
and international). Older traditions of "civic 
education' connected civics very closely with 
government and with participation in official 
political processes (voting, petitioning, and the 
like). However, the conception of civics em­
ployed here extends further to encompass civic 
life or civil society more generally-associations 
intermediate between the family and the state, 
such as churches, clubs, neighborhood associa­
tions' unions, that affect the quality of interac­
tion between citizens". My own conception goes 
a bit further to include the general quality of 
civic interaction in public spaces. Thus activity 
that improves the sense of commitment to 
quality of life in a neighborhood would count as 
civic activity, even if it were not organized 
through an actual "neighborhood association"". 



critics. Their 1991 report, One Nation, Many 
Peoples, while much more moderate in its 
~ulti:ulturalism, was still dissented from by two 
hlstonans on the commission, Kenneth Jackson 
and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. Their dissents were 
widely cited in anti-multicultural articles and 
books; a version of Schlesinger's appeared in 
Time. 

California presented a different but equally 
conflictual scenario. The state had adopted a set 
of textbooks supervised by the prominent histo­
rian Gary Nash of UCLA; but the selection had to 
be certified by the state's curriculum commission. 
That body's public hearings on the series gener­
ated criticisms from particular ethnic, racial. and 
religious groups, alleging that the books de­
meaned their groups, as well as pointing out 
inaccuracies. (For example, Jews objected to the 
use of "Old Testament" rather than "Hebrew 
Bible".) The commission adopted the texts, after 
the authors changed them in response to ele­
ments of the critiCisms they regarded as valid; 
but it was still left to particular districts to choose 
not to adopt the series. In hearings in the Oak­
land district (with a largely black school popula­
tion), Nash himself appeared (in 1991) to defend 
the series. He and the textbooks were attacked as 
racist and Eurocentric. Oakland eventually 
became the only district in the sta te of California 
to reject the series'o. 

Ironically, Nash, a pioneer in the social history 
reflected in the textbooks, was himself very close 
in spirit to the New York report's brand of 
multiculturalism that had been attacked from the 
right as too divisive, anti-American, and anti­
Western. Clearly these multicultural issues had 
touched a nerve in the public; but just as clearly 
the form of the debates had lost their moorings 
in the realities of the particular documents 
actually at issue. "Multiculturalism" became, in 
the increasingly culturally powerful voices of the 
moderate-to-right conservatism, a stalking horse 
and umbrella term for what they claimed as a 
host of (often unrelated) social ills-tolerance of 
homosexuality, affirmative action, validation of 
non-white groups' experience as historically and 
educationally significant, "group-think" and 
divisiveness, an attack on patriotism, a decline in 
general social responsibility, and the like. 
. perha~s the most striking and extraordinary 
mCldent m the public flap over multiculturalism 
was a resolution in 1995 by the United States 
Senate condemning-by a 99-1 vote-the result 
of ~ several:ye~rs-Iong project to craft voluntary 
natIonal gUidelmes for the teaching of history 
and social studies. These guidelines had been 
strongly supported by the National Endowment 

for the Humanities under the stewardship of 
Lynne Cheney, and the federal Department of 
Education. They were, like the California text­
books, crafted by Gary Nash. But the attack on 
Nash eventuating in the Senate resolution was 
led by Cheney herself" . 

What, then, is multicultural education? And 
what should it be? 

II. Values and Multicultural 
Education 

Some Definitional Matters 
Before proceeding further, we must fine-tune 
our definition of "multicultural education". Do 
we confine the groups about whom multicultural 
education is concerned to ethnic and radal groups 
(or "ethno-racial" groups, as I, following David 
Hollinger's usage, will call them22); or do we also 
include sexual orientation, gender, and disability, 
and, more broadly, any socially significant bases 
for exclusion and discrimination? (Where reli­
gious groups fit into this division will be dis­
cussed below.) Without denying the legitimacy of 
the latter, more expansive, definition of 
multicultural education, and of many educators' 
allegiance to it, this essa y will confine 
multicultural education to the more restricted 
conception-race and ethnicity as its central 
concerns. All agree that those issues are central 
to multicultural education, and they are suffi­
ciently complex and controversial for this essay. 
(Furthermore, some of the same analytiC frame­
work developed here would apply to these other 
groups, though some would not, and it would 
differ for the different groups.) 

Multiculturalism is, also, more than curricu­
lum; it embraces classroom pedagogy, teachers' 
interactions with students of different ethno­
racial identities, the role of parents in the school. 
the relation between the school and its sur­
rounding community or community from which 
its students are drawn, and, more generally, the 
culture and "moral atmosphere" of the school. 
While the indivisibility of curricular and non­
curricular domains applies to all education, it has 
particular force in the area of multicultural 
education. 

Values and Value Education 

While the public debates about multiculturalism 
have focused primarily on curriculum, 
multicultural education is unaVOidably a form of 
values or moral education. However, the range and 
character of the values implicated in 
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Accounts of civic values in the literature on 
?vic education and civic life seldom take up 
Issues of race and ethnicity. Yet everyone in­
creasingly recognizes that relations between 
ethnic and racial groups are deeply unsatisfac­
tory, that they take a great toll on the quality of 
civic life in the us. So values and qualities of 
character bearing on issues of race and ethnicity 
should be seen as quite important to civic educa­
tion in general. 

The second sub-category of individual val­
ues-mora/ values, such as courage, honesty, 
integrity, justice-are, compared to civic values, 
less involved in direct engagement with one's 
society. "Justice" as a moral quality, for example, 
involves being just in one's own dealings with 
people. It is distinct from the civic value of 
commitment to social justice in general (though 
the latter can be seen as an extension of the 
former). Moral values are not, however, limited 
to behavior within the domain of one's domestic 
or personal life (much less to sexuality or gender 
relations, as the conception of "morality" pro­
moted by religious conservative groups has 
tended to imply). They also include the personal 
treatment of strangers, or those otherwise 
unknown to oneself. No sharp line can possibly 
be drawn between moral and civic values. 27 

The distinction between moral values and 
civic values cuts across the other three domains 
mentioned-teacher, school, society-as well as 
individual (though the moral is most closely tied 
to the individual). For example, an attempt to 
make a class or a school a form of democratic 
community involves a civic value; the attempt to 
make them caring environments for each indi­
vidual student, a moral value. Again, there is no 
sharp line between a moral and a civic value. 

Values and Multiculturalism 
In the domain of individual values, four distinct 
families of related values can lay claim to central­
ity in multicultural education. I will call these 
"antiracism ", "cultural respect," "commitmentto 
cultural pluralism ", and "inter-ethnic or inter-racial 
unity or community". Some of these values span 
the other domains of value, but I will focus on 
their individual manifestations. I will distinguish 
from these four a fifth, teacher-centered and 
school-centered, value I call "culturally sensitive 
teaching". . 

Distinguishing these different values allows 
recognition of potential tensions among the 
values (and between their component parts as 
well); one can not always be pursued without 
risk or loss to another. Yet recognizing such 
tensions can also point us toward forms of 

pedagogy and curriculum that will at least 
minimize those tensions and losses. Moreover, 
the relations between the distinct values are not 
always ones of tension; to a large degree the 
different multicultural values support and 
enhance one another. Distinguishing them 
clearly from one another allows us to recognize 
this as well. 

III. Four Values in Multicultural 
Education 

Antiracism 
Antiracist values revolve around racial equity 
and racial justice, and the evil and wrong of 
racial hatred and bigotry2s. The central antiracist 
value on the moral character level is treating 
others as human equals independent of their 
race. One part of antiracism is "nonracism". This 
is not the same as "color-blindness"-not notic­
ing, or entirely overlooking, someone's physical 
features that are taken to constitute their "race". 
Rather, the nonracist attitude acknowledges the 
historical. social. and experiential differences that 
"race" signifies, but it, and antiracism more 
generally, sees a common human worth indepen­
dent of those differences. 

A civic antiracist value is the commitment to 
and disposition to promote racial justice and 
equity. This civic value has both a negative and a 
positive dimension. The negative one is to 
counter racism-for example, by intervening in 
racist incidents or by protesting racial injustice. 
The positive involves the promotion of the ideal 
of racial justice. (Both of these go beyond merely 
being "nonracist" in one's own personal dealings 
with people of other races.) These civic values 
encompass a set of diverse virtues that students 
can be taught. For example, antiracist interven­
tions often require courage, for courage is the 
promotion of a good in the face of risk or danger. 
Antiracist virtues may require being an attentive 
listener and negotiator in highly-charged (even if 
not actually dangerous) situations. What does a 
child who is antiracist say or do when her friend 
hurls a racial epithet against another child? 
Antiracist education must address questions of 
this sort. It must help students to develop the 
sensitivities to recognize and deal with racist 
actions and attitudes. Students can, in a manner 
appropriate to their age group, learn to be 
informed about public and political matters 
relating to racial and ethnic groups; they can, to 
take just one example, research and monitor 
laws and regulations relating to fair housing in 
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their communities, anchored in a commitment to 
fair housing as a form of non -discrimination. 
Allotting class time to discussions of how the 
school might go about reducing prejudice within 
its own borders helps students to become more 
sensitive to the presence of racism, helps them 
think of actions to be taken to counter it, and, 
by the fact that the teacher lends her or his 
authority to the issue by taking it seriously, 
encourages students to see antiracism as an 
important value. 

Antiracism applies to teachers as well, in part 
because a teacher who harbors prejudices and 
racist stereotypes will be greatly hindered in 
being able to teach students antiracist values. So 
teachers must be committed to examining their 
own attitudes and behaviors for racial discrimi­
nation and prejudice. 

Yet being free of racial animus and bigotry 
does not by itself guarantee that the teacher will 
avoid racial discrimination. For example, mere 
discomfort with students of certain ethno-racial 
groups may lead a teacher to make less eye 
contact, and generally to give less attention, to 
children from those groups. Similar ethno-racial 
discomfort may make such teachers less comfort­
able communicating with parents from those 
groups, leading to a diminished quality of par­
ent-teacher contact in those case. Racial discrimi­
nation is the result, though unintended and not 
motivated by racial animosity or bias. 

The value foundations of antiracism, then, lie 
in familiar and age-old traditions of religious, 
philosophic, and US American civic ideals of 
human equality and common humanity. These 
are "sameness-based" values, a dimension of 
multicultural education often lost or masked by 
the constant focus on the idea of "difference". 
This sameness/equality dimension is a reflection 
of multicultural education's roots, mentioned 
earlier, in the Civil Rights movement, other 
movements for social and political equality in the 
U.S., and in black Americans' struggle for equal 
education. But "antiracism" goes beyond the 
provision of equal educational opportunity by 
itself, to encompass a range of individual (moral 
and civic) values to be taught to students. 

To say that the value foundation of antiracism 
is a human sameness does not mean that 
antiracist education is blind to differences in 
historical and social experiences of different 
groups. On the contrary, on the curricular level 
for example, antiracist education requires atten­
tion to these differences and to the differing 
social meanings infusing racial designations 
("white", "black"), quasi-racial ones such as 
"Asian-American" and "Native-American", and 
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partly racialized ones ("Latino" or "Hispanic"}". 
The study of racist systems and practices, such as 
segregation, apartheid, Nazism, slavery in the 
modern world, exclusion of "non-whites" from 
full citizenship in the US., and the like-inte­
grated into larger units of study in social studies, 
hiStory, or literature-would be staples of 
antiracist education on the curricular level. 
However, historical study by itselfis not sufficient 
to secure the value dimension of antiracist 
education. 

An exemplary antiracist values education 
approach, rooted in a historical study of Nazism 
and the Holocaust, is that of Facing History and 
Ourselves (FHAO). FHAO combines straightfor­
ward historical study of the 1933-1945 period 
with a constant effort to draw out civic and 
moral insights and explorations. Students are 
invited, for example, to imagine themselves as 
German youth around 1936, pressured to join 
the Nazi youth groups. They are also asked to 
imagine what they themselves might have done 
once they knew that Jews were being rounded 
up, endangered, and possibly killed. The students 
study rescuers and bystanders, with the goal of 
impressing upon them the need for, possibilities 
of, and requisite abilities for coming to the aid of 
those endangered, understood not only as moral 
action but as a civic responsibility'o. 

Education for Cultural Pluralism 
Distinct from the family of antiracist values are 
those associated with cultural pluralism and 
respect. The values involved here are implicated 
in the idea that curricula should give attention to 
all the ethno-racial groups that compose the US, 
that education should serve the needs of children 
from all groups, and the like. Indeed, cultural 
pluralism and respect are perhaps the notions 
most commonly associated with "multicultural 
education" by most educators and the general 
public. (This stands in contrast to scholars and 
theorists of education, most of whom articulate a 
distinct antiracist strand in their conception of 
multicultural education.) Especially in the United 
States, notions of cultural respect and pluralism 
are much more widely known and accepted than 
"antiracism"31; indeed the latter notion carries an 
unfamiliar or somewhat threatening, 
confrontative, and "radical" connotation that 
"respect for different cultures" does not. 

Nevertheless, it would be misleading to use 
the expression "multicultural education" to refer 
to what I am suggesting is only one component 
of that protean term. "Education for cultural 
pluralism" points to that component of 
multicultural education specifically focused on 



educating children for a culturally pluralistic 
society and world. The term "cultural pluralism" 
goes beyond 'cultural plurality" and 'cultural 
diversity" to suggest that the plurality is a par­
ticular form of society or social organization. the 
appreciation of which is the core of this element 
of education. It thus has a normative connota­
tion lacking in the terms "diversity" and "plural­
ity". which invoke the mere empirical existence 
of differing groups. without implying that this is 
good (or bad). 

Historical Truth as Value and as Standard 

The family of values involved in cultural plural­
ism education is a rich mixture of intellectual. 
social. and character (civic and moral) values". 
Let us begin with the obvious and bedrock point. 
disputed by almost no one in theory (though 
frequently not honored in practice). that a good 
part of multiculturalism in general is simply 
setting the historical record straight. It is 
grounded in a search for truth. and that truth is 
that the histories of the African-Americans. 
Native Americans. Latinos. and Asian-Americans 
are a central part of US American history itself; 
moreover. until recently history and social 
studies textbooks and teaching have failed to 
honor this history. 

There are two distinguishable pieces to this 
correction of the old European settler-centered 
version of American history. First is that non­
white groups contributed much more to shaping 
American culture and institutions than had been 
credited. Second. the historical experiences of 
these groups. their struggles and triumphs. are as 
worthy objects of historical study. and are as 
integral to what we should regard as our na­
tional history. as is the history of our political 
institutions and leaders. As Gary Nash (the main 
author of the National Standards for U.S. History 
discussed earlier. p. 2) notes. recognition of the 
importance of these ethnic groups' experiences is 
a product partly of a more general turn in the 
past thirty years or so within the discipline of 
history to the study of ordinary people's lives. 
This development is known as 'social history" 
and. as Nash points out. there has been a signifi­
cant time lag in its adoption by school history 
textbook writers". 

While multiculturalism. especially at the 
university level. has sometimes allied itself with 
intellectual currents that question historical 
intelligibility on a large scale or historical truth­
or. rather. question any particular interpretation 
of history as providing a secure foundation for 
claims to truth-in fact multiculturalism need 
not go that route at alL It is on much firmer 

grounds allying itself with traditions of historical 
objectivity and methods of historical research as 
they have evolved within the historical profes­
sion. An aspiration to historical truth must 
inform multicultural initiatives. and provide a 
standard against which these can be assessed. In 
that case knowledge and truth itself provide one 
important intellectual value inherent in 
multicultural education. 

By now these multicultural developments in 
history/social studies teaching are well known 
and accepted by all but the most reactionary 
nativists. They are worth mentioning. however. 
because many of the critics of multiculturalism 
portray the new inclusion of the experiences and 
achievements of ethno-racial groups other than 
whites as driven purely by political ideology and 
ethnic boosterism. However. as Nash docu­
ments". the standards of historical scholarship 
themselves have supported these multicultural 
developments. 

Of course historical truth by itself 
underdetermines what is to be taught. 1b take an 
obvious point. it seems legitimate for education 
to give 'unequal time" to students' own national 
history and traditions simply because they are 
theirs. We expect Senegalese and Germans to 
give disproportionate attention to the history of 
Senegal. and of Germany. respectively. This 
obvious case is just the tip of an iceberg of 
choices that teachers. schools. and textbook 
writers must make about what material to 
present. And it is consistent both with 
multiculturalism and with a regard for historical 
truth. that in. say. a predominantly Mexican­
American school. somewhat more emphasis be 
placed on the historical experiences and role of 
Mexican-Americans in American life than in 
some other schooL But the 'somewhat" is 
significant here. The multicultural history be­
longs to all Americans. and the teaching of that 
common history is for all students. While it is 
appropriate to teach that which one has reason 
to see as likely to be meaningful and interesting 
to one's students. one needs to avoid in any way 
implying that Latino history is only for Latinos. 
African-American history only for African­
Americans. and the like. 

Guidelines For Educational Presentation of 
Ethnicity 

In the presentation of ethno-racial groups within 
the curriculum. six guidelines emerge from both 
current historical scholarship and the needs of 
multicultural value education. These guidelines 
apply not only to strictly historical study. how­
ever. but to literature. to other dimensions of 
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social studies, and, more generally; to any recog­
nition of ethnicity and race inside or outside the 
curriculum. 

I. Adequate attention should be paid to the 
cultures" and histories of ethno-racial groups. 
2. The role and impact of the major ethno-racial 
groups on our national narrative, culture, and 
history must be stressed. 
3. Ethno-racial cultures should not be portrayed 
as static. Every ethno-racial group has under­
gone significant change in its character through­
out its history within the US. These changes 
involve internal adjustments to various external 
factors: pressures to assimilate, contact with 
more 'mainstream" culture, extent of influx of 
immigrants from the ethno-racial group at a 
given time, generational differences, contact with 
other ethno-racial groups. The dimensions on 
which ethnic identity manifests change over time 
include the degree to which ties to national 
homeland have been emphasized; the degree to 
which nation-of-origin identification has re­
placed regional identification (within nation of 
origin); the degree of emphasis on that culture's 
distinctiveness from 'mainstream" culture; forms 
of cultural expression; connections to religion; 
and the like. What it means to be Irish-Ameri­
can, Jewish-American, or African-American has 
undergone substantial change since members of 
these groups have arrived on our shores". 
4. Interaction among ethnic groups should be 
stressed. That which is called a distinct ethno­
culture at any point in time will generally itself 
have been formed from interaction with cultures 
that would have once, and perhaps still, been 
thought of as distinct from it. This is true not 
only of self-consCiously mestizo/a and creolized 
cultures-that is, those formed from interaction 
between Spanish and indigenous Americans, and 
Europeans (and their ancestors) and Africans, 
respectively-but virtually any culture whatso­
ever. French culture, Norwegian culture, Ethio­
pian culture-all have been influenced by 
'other" cultures, and those influences incorpo­
rated into the current form of the named cul­
tures. Within the US the character and identity 
of what we now think of as distinct ethno­
cultures have been formed by interaction with 
other ones, either in residential or work proxim­
ity, or, more broadly, in the struggle for accep­
tance and advancement within American society. 

5. Individual ethno-racial 'hybridity" should be 
recognized. Students should not be given the 
idea that every individual has a single ethnic 
heritage, or that those who do not are somehow 
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deficient. Contact among ethnic groups has 
always led to intermarriage, and to other forms 
of complex or 'adopted" ethnicities. This has 
been less true across racial lines, but it has 
happened, and a full picture of American ethno­
reality requires its acknowledgment. Whole 
ethno-cultures have themselves become hybrids 
through these interactions. 
6. Finally, the internal variety within ethnic 
groups should never be far from sight, or allowed 
to disappear because of the necessary emphasis 
on the group as the ethnic unit. italian-Ameri­
cans and Mexican-Americans, and any other 
group, contain internal diversities of class 
gender, age, occupation, and individual differ­
ences. Ethnic identity is always 'inflected" by 
these other differences; individuals with the 
"same" ethnicity can nevertheless bear quite 
different relationships to that ethnicity, some 
identifying with it very closely, others hardly at 
all. 

The full moral and civic significance of these 
guidelines will emerge in the subsequent discus­
sion. But collectively the guidelines reject a view 
(sometimes called "essentialism") of ethnicity as 
a primordial and unchanging cultural unity 
permeating every member of an ethno-racial 
group, and distinguishing each group irrevocably 
from every other. While acknowledging the 
personal and social meaningfulness of ethnicity37, 

these guidelines contravene an overemphasis on 
distinctness and lack of connection between 
ethnicities; a "cultural nationalism" that requires 
and postulates (non-existent) sharp boundaries 
between groups and that underrecognizes diver­
sity within a given group; and a normative 
cultural determinism that pretends that an ethnic 
identity yields a clear and well-defined set of 
distinct values and precepts grounded in an age­
old tradition, that can guide behavior indepen­
dent of individual interpretation and choice. 

With these guidelines on ethnicity in mind, let 
me now discuss the family of cultural pluralism 
values, then explore their differences and 
convergences with antiracist values. 

Cultural Respect 
Education for cultural pluralism contains two 
primary subvalues, or families of subvalues. The 
first individual value is 'cultural respect"­
respecting the cultures and cultural identities of 
individual students. Cultural respect itself has 
two strands, one inward-focused-respect for 
one's own ethno-culture-the other outward­
focused-respect for the ethno-cultures of 
others. These can be (but do not have to be) at 



odds with one another; yet both have a rightful 
place in education for cultural pluralism. Our 
task is to find a balance between them that does 
justice to each. 

Because of the value of culture to the indi­
vidual. the individual has reason to appreciate 
her own culture, to have a loyalty to it, to wish 
to sustain it and have it respected by others. It 
gives her a reason to know about it, its history 
and traditions. Everything else being equal, 
schools have reason to provide this learning and, 
more generally, to validate the individual's 
attachment to her own culture. That is, schools 
have reason to respect the cultural dimension of 
their students' identity. (Qualifications of this 
below.) 

Aside from the bare fact that students' cultural 
identity is important to them, schools have two 
other reasons to show respect for cultural 
groups. One is that each ethno-cuItural group 
has its place in the history of its nation, and has 
contributed to the formation of its national 
culture and institutions. The other is an exten­
sion of this point to the world level. The ances­
tral cultures of ethno-cultural groups in the us 
are world civilizations that deserve attention in 
their own right. Schools have reason to study 
Chinese civilization, or the component civiliza· 
tions of Mexico, because these are great world 
civilizations. 

The form of study prompted by the latter two 
reasons must be strictly bounded and guided by 
norms of historical accuracy and responsibility. 
One does not falsify the role of a given group in 
the national history, nor exaggerate the worJd 
importance of its ancestral culture, simply in 
order to affirm the cultural identities of students. 
Nevertheless, such study is likely to have the 
effect of providing some' ethnic validation" of 
Chinese-Americans, or Mexican-Americans as a 
cultural group, and thus of students from those 
groups present in a class. This effect is to be 
welcomed. 

The second, outer-directed element in cultural 
respect is the respect for cultures other than one's 
own, a respect grounded in the same consider­
ations-the values of cultures to their individual 
members, acknowledgment of the role of those 
ethno-cultural groups in the shared national 
historical narrative, and appreciation of the 
values of the ancestral cultures as world civiliza­
tions. There is a further, civic, reason for teaching 
respect for the culture of others-as a corrective 
to the familiar human tendency of ethnocentrism, 
understood either as a tendency to privilege 
one's own group's ways of being over others 
(normative ethnocentrism), or to use one's own 

culture as the sole lens through which other 
cultures and groups are seen and comprehended 
(epistemological ethnocentrism). Ethnocentrism 
is an important obstacle to civic harmony and 
understan(iing38

• 

Commitment to Cultural Diversity and 
Pluralism 
The other component of education for cultural 
diversity, and thus the third multicultural value, 
is the treasuring of cultural diversity and plural­
ism itself. We want students not only to respect 
each particular culture, and its individual mem­
bers, but to welcome the fact of cultural diversity 
itself. We want them to be pleased and proud 
rather than fearful or discomfited by the range of 
different cultural groups that exist within their 
society. We wish students to feel themselves 
personally enriched by this diversity, and able to 
derive personal enhancement from their ability 
to attain some access to those cultures. We want 
them to see that their own society in particular is 
enriched in what it is able to accomplish and in 
what it stands for by the presence of manifold 
ethno-cultural groups. 

This value has a crucial civic dimension. We 
wish student to appreciate cultural pluralism as a 
dimension of their political and social system. 
This appreciation involves recognizing how 
different groups can have different interests, 
developing the ability to respect those interests, 
and learning to deliberate with members of other 
groups to reach political decisions. As mentioned 
earlier, the civic aspect reaches beneath political 
processes strictly defined to encompass all sorts 
of intermediate institutions, as well as informal 
social contacts. A commitment to cultural plural­
ism involves learning to work together with, and 
communicate across the boundaries of, differing 
ethno-racial groups, in all these contexts. 

This third value is outward-focused. It does 
not directly affirm the individual's attachment to 
her own culture (though it is not inconsistent 
with that value). Like respect for the culture of 
others, it points the individ ual beyond her own 
cultural affiliations toward other groups. But, in 
contrast to that respect, its object is not each 
culture in its own right, but rather the total set of 

. cultures in one's national society, or in the world. 

Culture-Sensitive Teaching and Cultural 
Pluralism 

In a different value category from cultural 
respect and commitment to cultural diversity, yet 
sometimes confused with them, is culture-sensitive 
teaching. The former are values to be taught to 
students. Culture-sensitive teaching, by contrast, 
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is a mode of pedagogy, and thus a value for 
teachers rather than students. It recognizes 
students' cultural background as a potentially 
significant factor in their learning, and enjoins 
teachers to become familiar with and knowl­
edgeable about the cultural backgrounds of their 
students. The culture-sensitive teacher must be 
willing to tailor her teaching, at least to some 
extent, to the students' culture. For example, 
Southeast Asian immigrant children who have 
been taught to revere teachers, with whom they 
have had a very formal relationship, are often 
made uncomfortable by American classrooms in 
which the teacher is informal and friendly, and 
the student is expected to speak out and ask 
questions. The teacher should adjust her expec­
tations of these students' participation, though 
she need not abandon the goal of finding ways to 
elicit more participation from them. 

A general assumption operating here is that 
too much dissonance between the student's 
home culture and the expectations of the school 
harms the student's educational progress. There 
is room for a range of opinions on this issue. It is 
virtually an article of faith in some multicultural 
writings that minimizing this dissonance should 
be an overriding educational guideline. A more 
moderate position is the one stated above, that 
teachers should be willing to make some adjust­
ments in the direction of accommodating stu­
dents' cultural characteristics. As Sonia Nieto 
points out, if the classroom itself is itself cultur­
ally diverse, it would be impossible fully to 
accommodate every child's cultural characteris­
tics39 • 

Moreover-a principle not exactly denied but 
often lost sight of in much multicultural writ­
ing-one dimension of education is precisely the 
exploration of the unknown, of what the student 
is not initially familiar with. A student may well 
be uncomfortable with that with which she is 
unfamiliar, or that which challenges her received 
beliefs. We do not want a teacher to refrain from 
pressing students to examine beliefs and values 
that they bring to school; the necessity for 
learning critical thinking, itself an important 
component of a democratic sensibility, requires 
no less. A strict "home-school dissonance 
minimizing" stance would severely constrain tha t 
educational goaL There is room for balance here. 
Clearly some children's learning is harmed if the 
clash between the home and school cultures is 
too great". A child has to feel sufficiently com­
fortable in the classroom in order to venture into 
the realms of critical thinking, challenging of 
received opinions, and, more generally, into 
worlds she has not previously confronted. 
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Culture-sensitive teaching generally encom­
passes a further principle, which has been most 
persuasively developed by Lisa Delpit, a leading 
educational theorist in this area". Delpit enjoins 
teachers to look for strengths in students' cultures, 
and to build on them. She writes with great 
insight about instances of teachers wrongly 
thinking that a student is stupid, cannot speak 
English, cannot speak "standard English", or 
cannot read. As instances of strengths on which 
teachers can build, Delpit cites (as a broad 
generalization) the African-American 
community's valuing of oral style-verbal adroit­
ness, quick wit. facility in rhythm and rhyme­
and of a developed storytelling ability in Native 
American children of certain tribes. In one 
particularly striking example, Delpit describes a 
teacher confusing the correcting of a child's 
dialect with teaching her to read, and missing the 
fact that the child has actually understood the 
reading selection (Delpit, 58). 

The injunction to seek out cultural strengths­
and not to assume too readily that a particular 
element of the child's culture is a deficit-takes 
the cultural accommodation stance one step 
further. The cultural accommodationist takes 
"cultural mismatch" to be a prime cause of 
underachievement in some black, Latino, and 
Native American children". That view does not 
place any value, either positive or negative, on 
the cultural differences, but simply invites 
recognition of their educational impact. (Both 
views, however, contrast with the" cultural 
deficit" view, which sees the child's culture as 
itself the cause of educational failure.) Delpit's 
view, by contrast, places a positive value on those 
cultural differences, or at least encourages the 
seeking of value or strength in those differ­
ences'''. 

While Delpit's cultural strengths approach 
should certainly play an important role in 
pedagogy and teacher training, a final position 
on the matter of cultural differences must ac­
knowledge that cultures and life situations have 
both strengths and weaknesses with regard to the 
educational achievement of its youthful mem­
bers, and that educators must recognize both in 
order to best support that achievement. 

The basic value engaged by culture-sensitive 
pedagogy is that of equality of opportunity-a 
value that operates at the teacher level, but is 
applicable equally to the school and the society­
wide levels. Culture-sensitive teaching is a way 
of recognizing differences in order to shape 
pedagogy, and perhaps curriculum and school 
culture, in such a way as to give every student 
an equivalent learning situation, that is, a learn-



ing situation that will maximize her opportunity 
to learn to her particular best abilities. Delpit, 
Nieto, and others enrich our understanding of 
equality of opportunity in education by pointing 
to the myriad ways that cultural differences 
interface with schooling. They help to establish 
that treating children "the same" is not necessar­
ily, or even usually, the way to provide them 
with equivalent learning opportunities, and they 
expand our conception of the differences rel­
evant to achieving equality of opportunity in 
education. As Nieto points out, it is often difficult 
to get teachers to see that acknowledging cul­
tural differences should not mean having lower 
educational expectations for some students. 

This advance in our conception of equality of 
opportunity is, or should be seen as, a perma­
nent and secure contribution to education 
theory, somewhat analogous to the ways that 
African-Americans' struggles for equality in the 
US have enriched our public conception of what 
"equality" means. It is an extension of the 
philosophy underlying the Supreme Court's 
requiring of some form of bi-lingual education 
(for non-English-speaking Chinese-American 
students, in the plaintiff's case) in the 1974 Lau v. 
Nichols case"; different resources and pedagogy 
are required for students differently situated, in 
order to provide them with "equal education". 

Equality of opportunity is an important value 
in multicultural education. But it, and the 
culture-sensitive pedagogies that support it, do 
not engage the range of character and social 
values in either cultural respect or commitment 
to cultural pluralism. While these pedagogies do, 
in a sense, involve a notion of 'respect for cul­
ture' on the part of the teacher, they do not 
necessarily or essentially involve teaching stu­
dents to respect one another's cultures, nor to 
value cultural diversity. Culture-sensitive teach­
ing involves neither moral nor civic values. This 
is why, as values, cultural respect and cultural 
pluralism go substantially beyond culture­
sensitive teaching. 

Multiculturalism and Religion 

Let me comment briefly on the role of religion in 
the conceptual map of multicultural education, 
and, in particular, on its relation to cultural 
respect and cultural pluralism. The drive for a 
greater public presence of religion, including in 
schools, has emerged rather recently in relation 
to disputes about multicultural education, and 
stems from a much more socially and politically 
conservative ideological place. However, the two 
movements have now become intertwined, for 
religion is a large component in the ethno-

cultural identity of many groups. Cultural respect 
and affirmation must, in that sense, be extended 
to the religious dimension of cultural identities. 

Religion has two faces, however. It can be 
regarded as a faith, doctrine, or belief -system 
adhered to and chosen by individuals, though 
usually shared collectively with other like­
minded individuals. Yet it also has an ethno­
cultural dimension, as part of the culture of a 
group one is born into; in this mode religion 
unquestionably warrants recognition under our 
definition of multiculturalism. It is more some­
thing one inherits as part of family and commu­
nity than a matter of purely individual choice. 
Thus, ethno-religious rituals and holidays, such 
as Chinese New Year, Day of the Dead, Hanuk­
kah, and Kwanzaa are, properly, a staple of 
multicultural education in schools. They are part 
of what is acknowledged in learning respect for 
different cultures. It is not inappropriate for 
multicultural education to accord recognition to 
religion in its ethno-cultural dimension yet to 
refuse it in its purely doctrinal dimension. This is 
so for two reasons. One is that the "cultures" 
with which multiculturalism deals are predomi­
nantly ascribed ones. While no sharp line can be 
drawn between ascribed and chosen identities, 
children, especially, experience their ethno-racial 
identities as given rather than chosen. Purely 
individual religious faith would, then, lie on the 
"chosen" side of this divide. 

A second, related, reason for denying 
multicultural recognition to religious doctrine is 
that multicultural education (even on the more 
expansive definition considered at the outset [po 
31.]) is not concerned with all forms of "diver­
sity" . In particular it does not deal with diversity 
of opinion or belief per se (except insofar as 
these can be reduced to ethnic or racial differ­
ences). In fact this is one reason that the appella­
tions "diversity education" or "education about 
difference" are somewhat misleading when 
taken, as they often are, as synonyms for 
"multicultural education". The purely doctrinal 
aspect of religion falls under this rubric of opin­
ion or belief, hence is not part of the core mean­
ing of multicultural education. 

One implication of this is that a purely faith­
based group-like Presbyterians, or fundamen­
talist Christians-has less claim to "cultural 
respect" than does an ethno-cultural group, even 
though the latter may contain a religious ele­
ment in its self-understanding. Still, a sharp line 
can not be drawn here, and faith-based groups 
have certainly staked a claim to educational 
recognition analogous to that accorded ethno­
cultural groups. Efforts have been made to think 
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through the implications of an educational 
commitment to pluralism in the case of religions­
as-faiths. 

A rough guideline for such education must be 
based in part on the evolving understanding of 
the First Amendment. Earlier interpretations of 
the First Amendment's injunction against "estab­
lishment of religion" doctrine led to an almost 
complete absence of mention of religion in the 
schools. But under pressure from religious 
groups, and to some extent from the 
multicultural movement, that understanding has 
been abandoned in favor of a more nuanced 
(and still developing) realization that religion 
should, indeed, be part of the school curricu­
lum45 However, there are proper and improper 
ways of presenting religion. A rough guideline is 
that schools can teach about religion, but they 
must remain agnostic as to the validity of any 
particular religious faith, or even of religion (as 
opposed to atheism) itself. Religions are to be 
presented knowledgeably and with respect, each 
religion as one among others; but the teacher 
and the school must not try directly to affect the 
religious convictions of any student. 

However, the pluralistic context of instruction 
about religion may itself seem threatening to 
certain forms of religiOUS conviction. A child's 
parents may fear that a mere respectful exposure 
to other religions will weaken their child's 
attachment to his own religion. A well-known 
legal case, Mozert v. Hawkins in Tennessee in 1987 
(6th Circuit) illustrates this. Several evangelical 
Christian families brought a case against their 
local school board, objecting to an elementary 
school reading program that, they averred, 
iroplicitly demeaned and undermined their own 
religious views, hence their free exercise of 
religion (also protected by the First Amend­
ment), merely by exposing the children to a 
range of religious views4

'. 

Religion is analogous to culture here regarding 
the potentiality that exposure to alternative 
cultures (presented as legitiroate, or as worthy of 
respect) will have the effect of weakening one's 
attachment to one's home culture. Whether one 
regards this as a good thing or (as the parents in 
the Mozert case did) a bad thing, this dynamic 
does accompany living in a culturally pluralistic 
context. Education in cultural respect is only one 
small part of the set of factors that culturally 
plural living will bring to bear on some tradi­
tional cultural identities. Children's mere contact 
with one another in schools, out in public, in 
other settings where parents are not present, as 
well as the pull of "mass culture", are more 
powerful forces in this regard than an y explicit 
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values education in cultural respect within the 
school. And parents worried about this effect 
(weakening of attachment to home culture or 
religion), who send their children to public 
school. could hardly expect the school to teach 
that their particular religion (or ethno-cultural 
practice) is superior to all others". 

In addition, the antiracist strand of 
multiculturalism makes it appropriate for teach­
ers to point out in condemnatory fashion aspects 
of religion that are racist and discriroinatory, and 
to attend to efforts within religions to excise 
those elements". 

So multicultural education in its anti-discrimi­
nation and cultural pluralism diroensions has the 
effect of putting pressure on religio-cultural 
groups, as it does on ethno-cultural groups in 
general. to become more tolerant of differences, 
to be more respectful of others' options in 
cultural and religious arenas. As iroplied earlier 
in our discussion of guidelines for thinking about 
ethnicity in the US, many ethnic and religiOUS 
groups' identities have shifted and been reshaped 
in adjusting to this context. 

At the same tiroe, the "cultural affirmation" 
strand of multiculturalism is, nonetheless, to 
some extent supportive of religions, including 
conservative ones, especially in their ethno­
cultural form. If multiculturalism contained no 
'cultural affirmation" diroension, and was solely 
a form of anti-discriroination education, there 
would be no problem condemning religious 
beliefs that treat women unequally, or that 
condemn homosexuality as unnatural or iro­
moral4

'. However, because multicultural educa­
tion has several distinct strands, the cultural 
affirmation one can be in tension with the anti­
discriroination one. Even if one privileges the 
anti-discriroination strand, the idea of cultural 
respect should affect how one deals with a 
student who holds religiously-based sexist and 
homophobic beliefs. 

Culture 
The values of cultural respect and commitment 
to cultural diversity and pluralism make use of a 
notoriously slippery concept, that of "culture". 
This concept is used in the context of 
multiculturalism and the "culture wars" in 
several different ways. I have already rejected 
one-the" essentialist" -conception of culture; 
but much unclarity still remains. 

While a full-scale discussion of 'culture" is not 
possible here, we can distinguish different 
conceptions particularly relevant to multicultural 
education. An obvious point is that. in these 
contexts, "high" culture as well as "folk" culture 



constitute only part of "culture", which embraces 
the ways of life of a people, and so includes 
norms, values, communicative styles, family 
relationships, "folkways", rituals, foods, modes of 
dress, celebrations and the like. 

A second distinction is this: Certainly one 
meaning of culture invokes an idea of tradition 
and heritage carried by families and passed on to 
children from generation to generation. The 
celebration of ethno-religious rituals within a 
family or community-Day of the Dead, Hanuk­
kah, Ramadan, Christmas, Diwali, Loy Krathong, 
Samichlaus, Las Posadas, Id-ul-Fitr, Odun 
Kekere, Kwanzaa, Sint Nicolaas,o-are part of 
culture in this sense. But so are cultural values, 
such as veneration of ancestors in Confucian and 
Japanese cultures, or conceptions of gender roles 
in Muslim cultures. 

But "culture" can also refer to something quite 
different-generation-specific tastes, norms and 
behaviors, such as styles of dress, tastes in music, 
and rituals of personal interaction, that are not 
part of a family-transmitted "heritage" or "tradi­
tion". These elements of the students' culture 
link the student to her peers, but not backward 
in time to her parents and ancestors; or at least 
they do not do so directly. Take rap music for 
example. Rap is certainly a part of inner city 
black youth culture'l, and of black youth culture 
more generally. It can be a defining cultural! 
racial marker for these students; the choice of 
music to play at interracial schools' dances is 
often very emotionally charged with these 
cultural allegiances". 

At the same time, rap music is not a part of 
African-American culture in general in the way 
that, say, the Black Protestant Church is. Rap is 
very much a youth phenomenon, and many older 
blacks feel no affinity for it at all; in fact, if they 
did, the music could not play the specific youth­
solidifying cultural role that it does". 

Schooling needs to be attentive to both forms 
of culture-peer culture, and "familial!ancestral" 
culture. Both are part of students' identities, and 
both are part of the "culture" that is the proper 
object of acknowledgment and respect. However, 
there is a very important difference between 
them. One of the reasons that cultures are 
worthy of respect as part of individual identity is 
that they anchor an individual in a tradition and 
heritage, one that links her to her family and 
forbears and provides a deep sense of roots and 
belonging. The affirming of an individual's 
connection to her familialIy-transmitted heritage 
affirms a deeper pan of that person's identity 
than the more time-localized peer-culture of her 
generation. 

There is, of course, a distinction to be drawn 
between respecting a child's cultural heritage, and 
respecting her famiZv background. A child, espe­
cially an older one, may affiliate with an ethnic 
tradition that has become dormant within her 
own family, or she may "convert" to and affiliate 
with an ethno-religious group and tradition 
(Black Islam, or Judaism) different from that of 
her parents. On the other side, the family (and 
the child) may itself have little ethnic identity to 
speak of. Yet a child's connection to its family still 
deserves acknowledgment and respect as part of 
the child's identity'4. Nevertheless, in general, 
ethnic culture is carried by family, and this 
connection is part of what distinguishes the 
stronger respect due ancestral than peer culture". 

These two forms of "culture" -ancestral! 
familial, and peer-are to be respected largely 
because of their importance to the individual. But 
we saw that some reasons for respecting cultures 
concern the culture's own value-to humanity as 
it were, or to a specific nation. From the point of 
view of cultural respect as a value, cultures 
warranting this sort of respect comprise yet a 
third conception of "culture", distinct from either 
peer culture or even ancestral culture, though 
having some connection to the latter. The Cana­
dian philosopher Charles Taylor, in his influential 
essay on multiculturalism, says "One could argue 
that it is reasonable to suppose that cultures that 
have provided the horizon of meaning for large 
numbers of human beings, of diverse characters 
and temperaments, over a long period of time­
that have, in other words, articulated their sense 
of the good, the holy, the admirable-are almost 
certain to have something that deserves our 
admiration and respect, even if it is accompanied 
by much that we have to abhor and reject."" 

Antiracism and Education for Cultural 
Pluralism 
In the United States, what is generally referred to 

as "multicultural education" is seldom clearly 
distinguished from "antiracist" education. They 
are either run together or antiracist education is 
ignored. There are, however, distinct differences 
between what I have called education for cul­
tural pluralism, and antiracist education. As 
mentioned earlier, it is important to gain a clear 
view of the differences in order to recognize 
when choices have to made between them, and 
also to give thought how to minimize the ten­
sions and emphasize the reciprocal support they 
can offer. 

13 



Common Humanity and Cultural 
Difference 

Cultural respect is grounded in a recognition of 
difference at the level at which antiracism is 
grounded in an appreciation of sameness. The 
student is to be taught to see each culture in its 
distinctness from her own; to recognize that that 
which is not-her nevertheless has value· and 
ultimately, to treasure the diversity and 'vari~ty 
of cultures. By contrast, the root value behind 
antiracism is seeing others as sharing the same 
humanity and dignity as ourselves. There is no 
fundamental conflict between these two values. 
We are the same as others in (some) ways that 
warrant valuing, and different from others in 
other ways, some of which warrant valuing. 

The contrast between sameness-based and 
difference-based values reveals that antiracism's 
value foundation has much stronger roots in the 
American political, legal, and educational tradi­
tion than does cultural respect, or respect for 
cultural diversity. Notions of equality permeate 
those traditions. Struggles for political equality 
and a broader equality of opportunity have 
driven movements of blacks (and others) against 
slavery, segregation, and of women and linguistic 
minorities and others for "equal rights". Underly­
ing these struggles is a notion that we (Ameri­
cans, human beings, creatures of God) are 
fundamentally the same in certain important 
respects, and thus deserve to be treated the same 
in certain ways. As noted earlier [above, p. 2], 
there does exist an American tradition of 
thought, though a much weaker one, that places 
value on the respect for cultural differences. 

The antiracist perspective sees and seeks 
equality independent of or even in spite of differ­
ence. Prior to our current multicultural aware­
ness, many committed white antiracists, 
including some activists, did not really have 
positive respect for African-American culture as 
such. They saw blacks as, humanly, equals to 
whites, but either were not aware of a distinct 
black culture or saw what they regarded as black 
culture as a degraded or inferior one, though this 
inferiority was not (seen as) inherent but caused 
by racism. Nevertheless this lack of cultural 
respect did not diminish the commitment to 
social, political, and perhaps economic eq uality 
for blacks, nor did it necessarily preclude the 
whites from seeing blacks-as a group and as 
individuals-as human equals to whites. 

This equality-affirming but culture­
nonrespecting attitude is and was not confined to 
whites. Alexander Crummell, a 19th century 
African-American minister and pan-African 
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nationalist, devoted his life to equality between 
the races; but he unequivocally believed African 
culture to be inferior to European culture (espe­
cially to Christianity and to the English lan­
guage). He saw almost nothing of value in 
African culture as it existed, yet he believed that 
Africans, and all "blacks" (people of African 
descent) deserved equality with whites/Western­
ers, and were capable of that equality". 

A final example of a commitment to antiracist 
equality in tandem with absence of cultural 
respect is the attitude of most Christian rescuers 
of Jews during the Nazi Holocaust. By risking 
their own lives to shelter them, these rescuers 
expressed their belief in the equal worth of 
Jewish lives, lives threatened by a racist regime. 
There can hardly be a clearer case of an antiracist 
commitment, a deep recognition of the human 
dignity of those other than oneself. Yet few of 
these rescuers had any appreciation of or saw 
any value in Jewish religious or ethnic culture 
itself's. They did not see Jewish culture as itself a 
good to the world, or to the Jews themselves 
and so as something deserving to be protected 
from the threat of extinction. 

With our current focus on, or some might say 
obsession with, "difference", it may be hard to 
recognize that someone might truly believe in 
human equality without respecting the cultures 
of the groups or individuals who are regarded as 
equal. In a sense we have come to identify a 
person's ethno-culture so closely with her full 
humanity that a non-recognition or devaluing of 
the culture is taken as equivalent to a devaluing 
of her humanity". Our humanity is expressed in 
our ethno-cultural being, but it also transcends 
it. Still, it is a distinct limitation of the antiracist 
outlook that it fails to assure cultural respect and 
a commitment to cultural pluralism; this is why 
the latter two values need to be given distinct 
attention in a multicultural program. 

A multicultural education program must strive 
for both values-human equality and cultural 
respect. Helping students to see the wrong of 
racial discrimination and bigotry, studying the 
history of racist practices and resistance to them, 
learning about the civic, religious, and moral 
norms of human equality-these are directed 
toward the equality side. Studying different 
cultures, how they provide meaning and value to 
their members, giving students direct exposure 
to different cultural expressions and practices, 
while helping them to achieve a sense of respect 
for these cultures-these educational initiatives 
speak to the cultural respect dimension of 
multicultural education. 



In much multicultural education literature, 
and in common multicultural-influenced par­
lance, one fmd what amounts to a slogan of the 
movement, one that conflates its equality­
seeking and its cultural respect dimensions. It is 
this: "Learning to affirm differences rather than 
deny them is what a multicultural perspective is 
about.'O" This quote omits the dimension of 
multicultural education that concerns affirming 
the equality of persons independent of race or 
culture, and the consequent moral injunction to 
secure their equality of opportunity (as well as 
other forms of equality). In doing so, it also 
sustains a very misleading ambiguity in the 
expression "affirm differences". One part of 
affirming differences is recognizing differences in 
the life situations of different groups, so that the 
differential resources needed to bring them to a 
condition of equality can be secured. Those 
differential resources can be material-funding 
for schools, smaller class sizes, up-to-date teach­
ing materials-or cultural-sensitive pedagogy 
(discussed earlier). But the rationale for recog­
nizing and providing for these differences is the 
goal of equality (or equal opportunity), sup­
ported by a sense of human equality and dignity. 
By contrast, "affirming differences" can, and 
should, also mean recognizing the positive value 
in cultures in light of their difference from one's 
own61 • 

uRacial" Groups and uCulturaI" Groups 

Antiracist education teaches against discrimina­
tion, prejudice, hatred, and bias (including 
institutional bias) against groups (and individuals 
in light of their group affiliation). Cultural 
respect is also directed toward groups. However, 
the groups are not exactly the same in the two 
cases, and, even when they are, the aspects 
encompassed by the two forms of education are 
distinct. Blacks are targets of racism. If a Ghana­
ian, or a Jamaican, or an African-American is a 
target of racism it is because of his blackness, not 
because of his Ghanaian, Jamaican, or African­
American cultural heritage. 

In reality there are no such thing as "races" in 
the sense in which that term is normally used­
human groups genetically distinct from one 
another in humanly significant ways (intelli­
gence, temperament, qualities of character) and, 
generally, differing in physical appearance in 
ways that correlate with those humanly signifi­
cant differences. The reason races do not exist is 
that neither genetic variation beyond the physi­
ological traits nor humanly significant character­
istics correlate to any notable degree with the 
visible physiognomic differences". However, 

racist acts, attitudes, beliefs, and institutional 
structures do target what are taken to be "racial" 
groups in something like this sense. Racism exists 
even though no "races" exist. 

We need a term to refer to the groups that are 
the target of racism, and I will call these "racial 
groups". In our society today, such groups are 
taken to be distinguished by physical appear­
ance". The physical features generally taken as 
the basis of "racial" classifications--skin color, 
hair texture, shape of facial features--are to 
some degree arbitrary. However, racism does not 
actually require the group that is the target of the 
racism even to be thought to have phYSically 
distinctive features. A "racial group" can be an 
ethnic group that is regarded in a "racialized" 
way; that is, the racist regards the group as 
possessing an inner essence rendering its mem­
bers fundamentally distinct and generally infe­
rior to one's own group. This characterization fits 
Japanese racism against buraku and ethnic 
Koreans, and mainstream American prejudice 
against Southern European immigrants in the 
early part of this century. It applies as well to the 
Nazi view of Jews. In all these cases the ability of 
the perpetrator group to distinguish the target 
group through physical features alone was, or is, 
minimal; however, all of them involve a ten­
dency of the perpetrator group to believe that 
they can or could distinguish the target group by 
its appearance. It may be a necessary feature of 
racism that such a tendency be present. 

Within the United States, four or possibly five 
groups are regarded as the main "racial" 
groups-blacks, whites, Asian-Americans, and 
Native Americans (American Indians)64. The 
racialization of Asian-Americans imd Native 
Americans is somewhat masked by their labels­
geographical origin in the former case, indig­
enousness in the latter; but both groups are 
generally regarded, in popular consciousness, in 
a racial or quasi-racial manner. 

Latinos (Hispanics) tend also to be regarded in 
a quasi-racial way, despite the fact that the 
(1990) US census distinguishes between "white" 
and "black" Latinos (Hispanics). That is, the 
social image of Latinos involves having a some­
what distinct "look"-brown skin, but not as 
dark as "blacks". Other groups, such as Arabs and 
South Asians are vaguely thought of in quasi­
racial ways as well, but their numbers and 
cultural presence are at this point much more 
minimal than the five primary groups, and their 
social images are not as clearly solidified as being 
"racial" or "ethnic". (As these groups come to 
attract more public notice, and increase their 
numbers, the general map of ethno-racial 
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groups, and overall conceptions of both "race" 
and "ethnicity", may shift in unforeseeable 
ways.) 

The significant point here is that none of these 
mentioned groups is a "cultural" group, in the 
sense appropriate for the value of cultural 
respect. None of them is a single distinct culture, 
even a distinct hybrid culture (such as Mexican). 
Rather, what gives racial groups their identity as 
a group is having been the target of racial preju­
dice and discrimination, or, more generally, 
having been arranged in a hierarchy of advan­
tage based on race. The group might have 
common or similar historical experiences; but 
that is not the same as having a culture. 

Cultural groups-groups with distinct cul­
tures, traditions, rituals, forms of cultural expres­
sion, ways of life, value systems, and the 
like-are Mexican-Americans, African-Ameri­
cans, West Indians, Pueblo Indians, Korean­
Americans, Sioux Indians, Jews, 
Polish-Americans, Italian-Americans, Haitian­
Americans, and the like. These are the groups to 
whom cultural acknowledgment and respect is 
an appropriate educational goal. 

What is the connection between cultural 
groups and "racial" groups? There is no simple 
answer to this question, but we can distinguish 
several components. First, members of the 
cultural groups are not without "race". They are, 
in current terminology, "raced", a useful concept 
indicating that having a race is a social process of 
categorization rather than a pure biological fact. 
Polish-Americans and Jews are (now regarded 
as) "white""; Haitians and African-Americans 
are (regarded as) "black". Thus most persons 
have both a culture (that is, an ethno-culture, the 
form of culture in question here) and a "race". 
But this is not necessarily so. Some white persons, 
for example, are so hybrid in their ethnic deriva­
tion that they possess no single distinct ethno­
culture. (This is true of some persons of color as 
well, including "mixed race" persons.) 

Some white students with distinct ethnic 
identities may resist being called "white", be­
cause it may seem to imply that, unlike "blacks" 
or Hispanics, they have no ethno-culture. But, in 
terms of our curren t understandings, there is no 
contradiction between being both strongly Ital­
ian-American identified and "white". Similarly, 
American West Indian blacks are ethno-cultur­
ally distinct from African-Americans (under­
standing the latter group, in this context, as black 
Americans who trace their lineage to slavery in 
the U.S.). Yet racial discrimination may be di­
rected against the Jamaican immigrant in no 
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different manner than against an African­
American. 

Effective antiracist education requires that 
students be willing to acknowledge their "racial" 
identities, in addition to whatever ethno-cultural 
identities they may have. Teachers need to help 
students understand the distinction between race 
and ethnicity, and also to provide a safe space in 
which racial identities can be openly acknowl­
edged and racial attitudes forthrightly discussed. 

At the same time, racial identities should not 
be allowed to dominate or mask ethno-cultural 
ones either. The white student is not just white, 
but also Polish-American, Irish-American, 
Jewish-American". The Asian-American is not 
just ("racially") Asian-American, but ethno­
culturally Korean, Vietnamese, Chinese, or 
Japanese. The black is not just black but cultur­
ally African-American, Haitian, Anglophone 
West Indian, Nigerian. These distinct ethno­
cultures all deserve to be recognized, acknowl­
edged, and respected. 

Of the two dimensions of identity, generally 
the cultural is easier than the racial to claim, 
acknowledge, and discuss in schools and other 
public spaces. Especially in our era of 
multiculturalism, "cultured-in the sense of 
ethno-culture-has come generally to take on a 
positive connotation. Racial identity, on the 
other hand, signifies victimization or victimizer, 
discriminator or discriminatee, and the like. It 
evokes guilt, anger, resentment. These are some 
of the reasons that teachers themselves find it 
easier to deal with "culture" than "race", just as 
they are reasons why students might be more 
reluctant to claim or acknowledge "race" than 
culture. Yet these difficulties attaching to "race" 
reveal precisely why antiracist education is so 
important a dimension of multicultural educa­
tion; for these unfortunate connotations of 
"race" are the result of the racist practices and 
racial tension that pervade American history. 
Unless they can be frankly discussed, their 
origins explored, their histories mastered, their 
tensions defused through trusting classroom 
dialogue, progress in the racial arena is unlikely. 

The picture I have drawn of a neat correlation 
between, on the one hand, antiracist education 
and "racial group", and on the other, education 
for cultural pluralism and "cultural group,· is 
somewhat oversimplified. For one thing, as we 
saw earlier, the longer an ethnic group resides in 
the United States, the more it tends to lose its 
distinctive ethno-cultural identity within its 
umbrella "racial" group. Intermarriage, assimila­
tive pressures of other kinds, and the power of 
race and racism itself hasten this process. Third 



generation black West Indian ethno-culture 
tends to become less and less distinct from 
African-American culture. Polish-Americans 
become less distinct from Italian-Americans. In 
fact, with intermarriage, it becomes less and less 
clear exactly who ~-or who has the right to 
claim to be-Polish-American, or West Indian. 

Race, Pan-ethnicity, and Culture 

Moreover, what I have referred to as 'racial" 
groups function also as 'pan-ethnicities"-quasi­
unities of different ethno-cultural groups who 
forge this unity partly for reasons of social 
visibility and political influence, and partly 
because, while consisting in distinct cultural 
groups, these sub-groups may have more in 
common culturally than they do with groups in 
the other four 'pan-ethnic" groups. So, while 
Japanese and Koreans may be culturally distinct, 
and in fact frequently quite hostile to one an­
other, Japanese-Americans and Korean-Ameri­
cans have more cultural commonality than 
either does with Puerto Ricans, African-Ameri­
cans, or Italian-Americans. 

Racism itself is a reason for ethno-cultural 
groups to make common cause in pan-ethnic 
groupings. For example, in 1982, the murder of 
Vincent Chin, a Chinese-American mistaken for 
a Japanese-American, was a watershed event for 
Asian-Americans to recognize a political reason 
for unity in the face of racist threats and animos­
ity. Such unifying does not of course make the 
resultant group a 'cultural" one; that is precisely 
the point of the distinction between race and 
culture. Nevertheless, it does feed into a sense of 
commonality that pushes genuine ethno-cultural 
groups toward a 'pan-ethnic" self-definition. 

While pan -ethnicity is not a cultural forma­
tion' it can be a personally compelling form of 
identity. K. Anthony Appiah, among others, has 
urged recognition of a difference between 
'culture" and ·identity"67. Individuals can take 
on an identity as a member of a group, without 
that group having a distinctive culture. Indeed, 
that point is implicit in the distinction between 
race and culture; for races do not have cultures 
per se. The currently positive connotations 
accorded the term 'culture", discussed above, 
contribute to urging groups to claim to possess 
'cultures", when they do not. For many students 
an identity as • Asian-American" is more person­
ally significant than, for example, a weakly­
sustained Japanese-American or 
Chinese-American cultural identity; yet the 
former is (partly but) more than being "racially" 
Asian, in the sense of a group discriminated 
against as part of white American attitudes 

toward Asians. The five "ethno-racial" groups are 
not analogous to one another in this regard. 
"Black" is the most difficult racial identity to 
escape, and the collapsing of distinctions among 
'black" cultural groups (Haitians, Anglophone 
West Indians, African-Americans, Africans, etc.) 
tends more strongly to a primarily "racial" rather 
than distinctively pan-ethnic identity. Latinos 
have a linguistic source of unity that mitigates the 
collapse into exclusive raciality, and, in addition, 
the pressures within the u.S. toward a racial 
identity are not as strong in their case as in tha t 
of blacks. This is to say that racism against blacks 
is, everything else being equal, a stronger cul­
tural force than racism against Latinos, though 
there are many exceptions to this generalization. 

While racism is a force encouraging pan­
ethnicity, pan-ethnic groups are not the same as 
racial groups. Rather, to view a group as pan­
ethnic is not the same as viewing it as racial. 
Pan -ethnicity is thought of as signifying cultural 
similarity among culturally distinct groups. In 
practice, however, the groups that are pan -ethnic 
are often thought of, as think of themselves as, 
racial or quasi-racial. 

Convergences Between Cultural Respect, 
Commitment to Cultural Pluralism and 
Antiracism 

I have emphasized the distinctiveness of 
antiracism and cultural respect (or cultural 
pluralism more generally) within multicultural 
education, because they are so often conflated 
with one another, leading to a failure to give 
each its due. Somewhat different curricula and 
pedagogies promote the three families of values, 
and I have suggested examples of each. 

Because they are distinct we will sometimes 
have to choose which to emphasize. It is impos­
sible to give general guidelines on how much 
emphasis to give each. Of the three, however, 
antiracism is the more pedagogically challenging 
and even threatening. As the English 
multicultural theorist A. Siva nandan notes, "Just 
to learn about other people's culture is not to 
learn about the racism of one's own."" Antiracist 
education opens up a more socially and emotion­
ally loaded set of issues than does cultural 
pluralism education. It requires the teacher to 
establish an atmosphere of trust and yet of the 
value of controversy and the clash of differing 
opinions and perspectives. It requires skill at 
mediation, and an ability to make educational 
use of feelings of shame, guilt, anger, and resent­
ment. Moreover, to really "get it right", the 
antiracist educator must honestly examine her 
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own attitudes, biases, ignorance, prejudices-not 
an easy task". 

Nevertheless, we should not overstate how 
divergent antiracist and cultural respect/diversity 
different values are in practice. In many ways the 
teaching of antiracism supports education for 
cultural diversity, and vice versa. For a child of 
color, cultural respect and affirmation is likely to 
support her sense of herself as worthy and thus 
to help her see clearly the wrongness of racial 
discrimination against her. It might support her 
in the confidence to challenge racist actions 
against her and others. Both cultural respect and 
racial equality confer forms of worth on deval· 
ued groups and persons. Though they are distinct 
forms of worth, they are likely to reinforce one 
another. A Mexican-American child who comes 
to feel more valued as it human being is likely to 
be able to see appropriate value in her own 
culture; and the reverse is true as well. The same 
considerations apply to the individual respecting 
the other. If she comes to see worth in African­
American culture (whether she herself is Asian, 
white, or Native American), this should also 
enable her more readily to see African-Ameri­
cans as equal human beings. 

While none of these links is assured, they are 
all probable. And educators should therefore feel 
that pursuing either antiracist or cultural diver­
sity goals will have at least an indirectly support­
ive impact on the other. This is no substitute for 
facing up to the necessity to ensure addressing 
both of them, fully and responsibly, nor of 
recognizing when one is choosing one over the 
other. But at least it enables us not to feel that 
we are constantly having to abandon one in 
favor of the other. 

InterraciallInterethnic Community 
Distinct from antiracism, cultural respect, and 
commitment to cultural pluralism, is interracial 
(or inter-ethno-racial) community. This value explic­
itly seeks friendly, harmonious, caring, and 
mutually committed relationships across ethno­
racial boundaries. It seeks institutional forms for 
such connections, from the personal through the 
local to the national level. Our particular focus is 
on classrooms and schools as such interracial 
communities. 

Interracial comm unity is to be exemplified by 
children, but not so much held by them as an 
explicit value. If they learn to care for children 
from other ethno-racial groups, forge loyalties to 

groups and institutions containing that diversity, 
and take on a sense of mutual responsibility with 
such children, then they have exemplified the 
value I have in mind here. It is not necessary 
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that they recognize themselves as doing so. In 
fact, in some ways the sense of community is 
more authentic if the child experiences it as an 
organic part of her experience, rather than a 
value deliberately to be striven for. By contrast, 
antiracism as a value requires that the child be 
aware of holding the values of racial justice, the 
wrongness of racism, and the like. 

It might seem that antiracism already contains 
or implies the value of interracial community. 
This is partly true. Antiracism aims at treating 
each person as an equal. independent of race. It 
emphasizes mutual respect grounded in a com­
mon humanity, and a shared dignity. But for 
children to respect each other, and accept each 
other as equals-e.g. as full and equal members 
and participants in the class-is not the same as 
these children really caring about one another; at 
best it is only part of that caring. Antiracism is 
consistent with a complete absence of friendship 
across racial lines. It is consistent with SOcializing 
only with members of one's own group. Yet the 
value of community can not rest content with 
that. It requires black, Latino, white, and Asian 
children to be able to care about each other as 
individuals across the ethno-racial divides, and to 
feel a personal loyalty, grounded in this caring, to 
their schools and classrooms as communities. 

It is true that antiracist education requires 
engagement among students across racial lines in 
class discussion. As I have suggested, without 
open and honest discussion about the children's 
racial attitudes, stereotypes, differing experi­
ences-without the children learning to listen to 
and hear each other about these matters­
antiracist education is at best incomplete. And 
this classroom engagement opens the door to 
friendships and communal relations among the 
students. But it does not guarantee it. That is 
why attention to creating such community 
deserves attention as a distinct goal. 

Moreover, some aspects of antiracist education 
have the potential to harm the development of 
such a sense of community. Antiracist education 
inevitably emphasizes racial identities. It under­
standably, and indeed appropriately, makes each 
child more intensely aware of her racial identity 
than does, say, mathematics. While I have 
emphaSized the universal values underlying 
antiracist education, and have encouraged the 
presentation of racial justice as the cause of no 
single group but of every human being, still, 
much of the actual work of antiracist education 
involves highlighting the wrongs perpetrated by 
some groups on others; how different groups 
experience things differently; and the like. 



At least on the surface level, this enhandng of 
the salience of radal identities is inimical to 
forging a sense of communal and caring unity in 
the class. It emphasizes difference rather than 
commonality; and this fact is often cited by 
teachers as a source of their reluctance to engage 
issues of race. There are some guidelines that can 
minimize the tension between this group­
identity-centered portion of antiracist education 
and the creating of caring interradal communi­
ties. The "guidelines for ethnidty" contain some· 
of them: Emphasize the internal variety within 
racial groups. Make sure to emphasize that 
"whites", "blacks", "Latinos" are not monolithic 
groups-not all whites were slaveowners, segre­
gationists; some, indeed, were resisters of racism 
and heroes in antiracist struggle. Emphasize that 
not all blacks were slaves, not all blacks are or 
were poor, that blacks have a wide variety of 
opinions, livelihoods, family constellations. And 
similarly for other groups. All these guidelines 
have the effect of muting the idea that entire 
groups are pitted against other entire groups. 

More Significant, however, is that without 
antiracist commitment secured by antiradst 
teaching, cross-radal community will be unstable 
and superficial. It will remain on the surface: 
"Let's just emphasize our commonalities, and not 
our differences" is an oft-heard refrain. This is 
not a formula for real community, which re­
quires a stronger personal engagement, a willing­
ness to hear out differences, including potentially 
unpleasant ones. Antiracist education provides a 
space to create a stronger rather than weaker 
sense of community in a class and a school. It 
does not guarantee it, and, indeed, if done badly 
can destroy its possibility. But shoving the radal 
differences under the rug ensures trapping the 
sense of community at a superficial level. 

Cultural respect and, especially, commitment 
to cultural pluralism, take us perhaps further 
than antiracism toward interracial community in 
schools and classes. These values involve a 
positive regard for others in light of their cultural 
differences, and a treasuring of the diversity 
present in the school and class. Such attitudes 
must be a component of any cross-ethnic sense 
of community. 

Yet they are not suffident. Respect is not the 
same as caring. Respect is consistent with emo­
tional distance and disengagement. It can involve 
an appreciation "from afar"-the Asian or white 
child is thrilled by African-American music, and 
is eager to learn its associated history; but she 
does not really feel comfortable with the African­
American children. She respects them, but she 
can not be friends with them; and vice versa. 

Interethnic community requires caring and 
(some) friendship. 

Many teachers resist the idea that providing a 
context that supports friendship between chil­
dren is any part of their mission or responsibil­
ity70. A value education perspective requires 
extending our sense of professional responsibility 
to encompass the building of community in our 
classes; this does not mean actually creating 
friendships, for that is impossible. But it does 
mean forging an atmosphere condudve to 
them-using cooperative learning, preventing 
"cliq ue" seating in the class, creating a caring 
atmosphere in the class. 

This speaks to the flip side of the relation 
between inter-ethno-racial community on the 
one hand and antiracism and cultural diversity 
on the other. The presence of the fonner can 
enhance the latter. Personal connections 
(whether they attain the depth of an actual 
friendship or not) across ethno-raciallines can be 
an important contributor to children's acquiring 
a lived sense of why racism is wrong, why 
another culture is not strange, why it is good 
that there are children from different cultures in 
the class. Moreover the experience of commu­
nity in class and school is a significant forum for 
the development of the wider attitudes of civic 
pluralism in the society at large that is a central 
goal of multicultural education. 

To summarize, then, I have presented five 
distinct values implicated in multicultural educa­
tion. Four of them-antiracism, cultural respect, 
commitment to cultural pluralism, and inter 
ethno-racial community-are individual charac­
ter values, though they can apply as well to 
other entities (teachers, classes, schools, society). 
The fifth-culture-sensitive teaching-is a 
pedagogical value; it is for teachers rather than 
students. 

IV. Challenges, Pitfalls, Concerns 

Let us now look at some of the challenges, 
pitfalls, and concerns with regard to putting 
these values into practice. 

1. Antiracist Education in 
Demographically Distinct Schools· 
The character of multicultural education will 
necessarily vary depending on the ethno-racial 
composition of the student body in a class or 
school. On one level the latter feature might 
seem irrelevant. After all, every student no 
matter what her group should learn about the 
historical systems and practices of racism (sla-
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very, segregation, Japanese-American intern­
ment camps, racial restrictions on citizenship and 
immigration), and about resistance to them 
(slave rebellions, Underground Railroad, Civil 
Rights Movement). All have reason to learn 
cultural respect, and to value cultural pluralism. 
All have reason to oppose racism, to understand 
racism, to learn how to engage the racism in the 
world around them. The racism that has been so 
substantial a part of American history-notwith­
standing controversy about how deep that racism 
is, or about its current extent-is not the posses­
sion of its victims, nor a weapon against the 
descendants of its perpetrators. It belongs to all 
Americans. 

Nevertheless, when it comes to presenting 
these matters in classrooms, the composition of 
these classrooms will inevitably, and should, 
shape the character and effectiveness of the 
educational pursuit of antiracist values. Experi­
ence suggests, for example, that everything else 
being equal, a skillfully-run class of ethno­
racially diverse students is much more likely to 
generate illumination and understanding con­
cerning racism than is a class of all white stu­
dents, or all black students. Hearing the differing 
perspectives of individuals, stemming from 
(though not reducible to) their ethno-racial 
background, is one of the most powerful educa­
tional experiences promoting racial understand­
ing. As one teacher said, to an antiracist educator 
in a pre-service class concerning racism, "stu­
dents are hungering for conversation about 
racism"7i. In fact, learning to listen to and then 
to communicate with those of other ethno-racial 
groups without defensiveness, inappropriate 
guilt, resentment, and rage is one of the most 
significant goals of the civic dimension of 
antiracist education. This can hardly be accom­
plished in classes of all one ethnicity, whether 
white, black, or Latino. 

Nor are these goals readily accomplished in 
"mixed" classes heavily dominated by one 
ethnicity, but with a smattering of others. There 
is some critical mass generally necessary for 
members of any group to feel comfortable in 
voicing their views and giving honest responses 
to racially-charged material (though of course 
such willingness is dependent upon personality 
factors as well). Skillful and knowledgeable 
teachers are able to create an atmosphere of 
sufficient trust to overCome an inhibiting, un­
healthy racial composition; but it is difficult. 

All this is one reason in favor of ethno-racially 
mixed schools, from the point of view of 
multicultural education in general (and that, in 
tum, is an argument for encouraging more 
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racially mixed neighborhoods, locating schools 
between segregated neighborhoods,"and the 
like.) However, as the earlier argument indi­
cated, important elements of antiracist education 
can be accomplished in classes and schools with 
less favorable ethno-racial demographics. In fact 
much more thought needs to be given to how to 
run discussions concerning race in single 
ethnicity classrooms. The challenges here differ 
depending on the ethnicity. An all-white student 
body with little contact with other races may feel 
bored or put-upon by curricular attention to 
racist practices; attitudes reflecting parental views 
might contribute to this unfortunate result. The 
absence of members of the groups who have 
suffered from racism can make this material 
seem abstracted and ungrounded, though it need 
not do so. Without members of the groups in 
question present, it is also more difficult to 
challenge the demeaning racial stereotypes 
pervasive in our culture; but, again, it is by no 
means impossible to do so. The temptation on 
the part of teachers to refrain from challenging 
white students to examine honestly their own 
attitudes, their nation's history, and current 
inequalities may be very great. Teacher training 
must find ways to help teachers engage such 
students in a productive, honest but not guilt­
tripping manner72. 

All-black or all-Latino classes and schools 
present a complementary difficulty-demonizing 
white people, or at least stereotyping them, 
blaming all the ills afflicting one's group on 
whites or on racism". It is the teacher's respon­
sibility to find forms of antiracist teaching in such 
schools that avoids these pitfalls as well. 

Since many schools are close to being mono­
ethnic, whether deliberately or not, antiracist 
education and education for cultural pluralism 
and respect would be very limited if it had no 
means of engaging such schools. The one value 
which seems impossible to convey in single 
ethnicity schools is interracial community. That 
value has a necessarily personal dimension not 
actually required in the other three values. The 
absence of possibility of interracial community is 
a deep loss in a single ethnicity school, and 
constitutes a further argument for ethno-racially 
mixed schools'4. 

2. Tokenism and Superficiality 
A second danger in multicultural education is 
remaining content with a visible but superficial 
presentation of cultural pluraJism-displays on 
classroom walls of accomplished but little known 
figures from marginalized groups, ethnic foods 



dinners for families, recognition of ethno­
religious holidays at younger grade levels. 

The "holiday· approach can demean a cultural 
groups' rituals and holidays by conveying an 
impression of them as strange and exotic; or it 
can trivialize by treating them superficially and 
entirely apart from their full meaning in the 
culture's way of life. Even when the presentation 
accords ethno-holidays such as Ramadan, 
Kwanzaa (an African-American December 
celebration created in the 1960's and based on 
certain traditional African values), and Hanuk­
kah genuine recognition and a measure of 
genuine respect, such classroom observances can 
be presented to majority Christian students in a 
way that implies that such holidays are "out of 
the mainstream", and are, as it were, not the 
"real", American winter holiday, which is 
Christmas. 

Teachers may unwiningly convey this attitude 
through their own lack of familiarity with and 
understanding of the holidays in question or 
through failing to exhibit real respect for the 
religious and ethnic groups whose holidays are 
being recognized. This is a kind of mechanical 
multiculturalism that fails to recognize that 
teachers must inform themselves and adopt 
attitudes of respect appropriate to their subject 
matter. 

3. Contributions and Remarginalization 
A related concern applies to curricular treatment 
of ethno-racial groups that emphasize the contri­
butions made by a given group to national life. 
By emphasizing what the ethnic group contrib­
utes to the larger, dominant culture, the group's 
own marginal status may actually be rein­
forced", partly because its distinctiveness is 
masked by being subsumed in the dominant 
culture's standards for what counts as a 'contri­
bution". 

This criticism raises quite complex issues. It is 
true that teachers may feel a good deal less 
anxiety in presenting the positive aspects of 
marginalized groups than they do in presenting 
the forces of racism and exclusion that have 
shaped these groups' histories. That is, 
'contributionism" can be a way to avoid the 
essential antiracist dimension of multicultural 
education. 

Nevertheless, one of our curriculum guidelines 
[see above, p. 8] is to give due credit to the 
impact of an ethno-cultural group on the larger 
culture. It is quite important for all students to 
recognize that there have been African-Ameri­
can, Latino, Asian-American, and Native Ameri­
can scientists (Benjamin Banneker, Ernest 

Everett Just), business people (An Wang, Ma­
dame C.J. Walker), political activists (Rosa Parks, 
Dennis Means), union leaders (Cesar Chavez, 
Roy Wilkins). It is no trivial matter that children 
from subordinated groups see successful. promi­
nent, and honored (or at least worthy-of-being­
honored) fellow members, past and present. Nor 
is it a trivial part of creating a true consciousness 
of the culturally pluralistic character of our 
society that children from all groups recognize 
the centrality of all these groups to American life. 
Many white children, and perhaps others as well, 
still believe that virtually everything important in 
what we call the accomplishments of Western 
civilization was created by white people. And the 
burying of this view is vital. though in the past 
25 years we have made undoubted progress 
toward doing S076. 

It is, nevertheless, true that contributions 
whose value consists purely in furthering goals 
that pose no challenge to dominant cultural 
values (e.g. the contributions of scientists, 
professional people, most national politicians, 
business leaders) are less than what education 
for cultural pluralism should provide. 

In fact, many of what we now acknowledge as 
contributions or achievements on the part of a 
particular group were in their time seen as 
valueless, or even worse. We now recognize that 
the roots of current mainstream popular music 
lay in black vocal music of the late '40's and 
'50's-rhythm & blues, which in the early '50's 
was still called 'race music". When white youth 
began listening to and buying black records in 
the '50's, white (especially Southern) ministers 
fulminated about the degraded, "primitive", 
animalistic quality of this music, and warned of 
the end of Western civilization77 • Yet there is now 
little in popular music that is not in some way 
'rock", the catch-all category for music whose 
origins lie in this African-American music. 

Popular music may be the most dramatic 
example, but many forms of what we now think 
of as American music-jazz, blues, gospel-were 
originated by, and were once the sole 'posses­
sion" of African-Americans, white America 
having not yet developed the aesthetic and 
musical sensibility necessary to appreciate them. 
As several recent commentators have pointed 
out, and as Ralph Ellison was among the first to 
note, now even racists enjoy black popular 
music78• Recently, literary scholars have demon­
strated that the African and African-American 
presence has decisively shaped American litera­
ture79

• 

Such 'contributions", then, transcend the 
values-in this case, aesthetic values--{)f the 
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dominant culture, and compel an expansion of 
those values. They constitute a different kind of 
contribution than a black scientist or 
businessperson, neither more nor less significant. 
These value-expanding contributions reveal that 
what we call "mainstream" culture has been 
irrevocably shaped by the presence of African­
Americans, Native-Americans, and Latinos'o. It 
brings into relief the ways that "weN-the "main­
stream", the "dominant culture"-are already 
multicultural. Thus while some" contributions" 
fail to challenge the dominant culture, others do 
so. 

Nor are the contributions of this mainstream­
challenging type confined to "artistic" cultural 
forms (of both "high" and "mass" character). Our 
political culture too has been deeply shaped by 
groups other than the Western and Northern 
Europeans who designed our basic political 
institutions' l

• Popular as well as legal/political 
meanings of "freedom" and of "equality", for 
example, have been irrevocably shaped by the 
struggles of blacks against slavery and segrega­
tion82. The meaning of the Civil War as a struggle 
against slavery, rather than only a fight for 
national unity in the face of secession, was 
greatly influenced by the presence of runaway 
slaves and free blacks presenting themselves as 
recruits for the Union army, as well as by 
Frederick Douglass and other free blacks agitat­
ing against Lincoln's original hesitations". 
Without needing to make the absurd claim that 
every distinct ethnic group has had an equal 
impact on American life, what we know as 
"American culture", including American political 
culture, is deeply enmeshed with the ethno­
racial plurality of American society and history. 
This dimension of the" contribution" piece of 
education for cultural pluralism is an essential 
complement to the antiracist strand of 
multicultural education. laught appropriately, 
"contributionism" avoids both the trivializing 
and remarginalizlng that afflicts many 
multicultural initiatives in practice. 

4. Failure to Challenge Structures of 
Power 

A further criticism of the 'contributions", "holi­
day", and similar familiar forms of multicultural 
education model is that they reinforce the power 
structure of the society; they do nothing to bring 
the' contributing" groups from the margins to 
the center in terms of political and economic 
power. I have rejected the idea that the contribu­
tions model actively supports the current power 
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structure; but it is quite true that it fails to 
challenge it. It can challenge cultural hegemony 
(as I have argued), but not political power. 

This reveals a further distinction between 
cultural pluralist and antiracist education. 
Antiracist education takes as one of its goals the 
promotion of racial justice; cultural respect and 
education for cultural pluralism does not. Hence 
antiracist education does direct some attention to 
issues of social structure, and to its power rela­
tionships. It challenges the disparities in power, 
privilege, and resources among different groups 
in a way that education for cultural pluralism 
does not (or does only very indirectly). 

Nevertheless there is a good deal in antiracist 
education that does not directly challenge large­
scale racial inequities and is not directed at the 
social transformation necessary to correct these 
inequalities. The attempt to undermine racial 
stereotypes, the teaching of the evils of prejudice, 
even the inquiry into movements of resistance to 
racist systems and practices-these have value as 
part of an antiracist program in their own right, 
Independent of whether they have the effect of 
encouraging students to be active change agents 
in their own societies, doing direct battle with 
structures of racial inequality and power imbal­
ances 

Antiracist education contributes to the civic 
vision articulated earlier-of forms of association, 
Intermediate institutions, and public interaction 
informed by respect, justice, and care among 
ethno-racially diverse groups of persons. This 
vision is broad yet less politically transforma­
tional than doing battle with the racial inequality 
and injustice in the basic structure of society. 
Still, antiracist education does very much contain 
a push toward action. This is part of the charac­
ter and civic dimensions of my general concep­
tion of multicultural education. I urge 
intervention in racist incidents, inquiries into 
community practices that may exacerbate or 
mitigate racial injustice, community service that 
involves a civic engagement with racial issues. 
Hopefully some students will emerge from this 
process with strong commitments to changing 
the structures of their society in a more just 
direction, or, more ambitiously, to dismantling 
the structures of racial oppression. But it is both 
too ambitious and too narrow a conception of 
multicultural or antiracist education in general 
for all its educational initiatives to require the 
latter as an ideal endpoint. The civic engagement 
that is integral to multicultural education in 
general encompasses a wide range of behavior 
and activities that impinge on the area of race 
and racial injustice; but not all of these could. by 



any stretch of the imagination, be construed as 
full-scale attacks on the structures of racial 
injustice. [See 7 below for further elaboration of 
the argument here.] 

5_ Divisiveness 
Probably the most common criticism made in the 
public debates about multiculturalism concerns 
its alleged divisiveness. Instead of bringing us 
together as a nation, the criticism goes, 
multiculturalism encourages us to "seek [our] 
primary identity in the cultures and homelands 
of [our] ancestors", in the words of Diane 
Ravitch, an educational historian and theorist, 
and one of the most prominent exponents of this 
view"'. 

This criticism is seldom backed up by any 
careful research, or even any research at all, 
about the actual effects of multicultural educa­
tion in schools. Yet it points to some genuine 
tendencies within multicultural education. lWo 
stand out. Antiracist education can seem to pit 
groups against each other, and encourage anger 
in victimized groups and resentment among 
white students ("I didn't have anything to do 
with slavery or segregation; don't blame mel"). 
Cultural affirmation does encourage an inward­
looking respect for one's own group that, if the 
sole focus of education for cultural respect, 
would encourage lack of connection to other 
groups. 

The most extreme form of ethno-racial sepa­
ratism is ethnic-based schools-schools catering 
to one ethnicity on the grounds of enhancing the 
culture and attainment of that particular group 
of students. African-American (generally all­
male) academies are an example. Another is a 
school based on shared religious creed. Such 
schools privilege cultural (religious) affirmation 
and maintenance over respect for others and 
valuing of diversity85. 

Some theorists have suggested that a period of 
"ethnic self-immersion", with an attendant 
unconcern or even hostility toward other groups, 
is a natural and understandable stage for chil­
dren, especially those from subordinated, 
marginalized, or devalued groups in their soci­
etyS6. These theorists regard such a stage of 
development as less than optimal. but as a way 
station on the road to a sense of pride and 
comfort in one's ethnicity, coupled with an 
ability to appreciate the cultures of others and to 
ally with others for common aims-in other 
words, toward a "stage" that corresponds to the 
ideal I am describing here of cultural respect and 
commitment to cultural pluralism. Of course 
such an ideal is often not reached, and it is 

important to remember that the ethnic immer­
sion stage has a psychic appeal. function, and 
logic of its own that is in no way caused by 
multicultural education and its cultural affirming 
element, as critics sometimes imply. Thken to an 
extreme, it can lead to a social and psychic 
separatism that refuses to extend identifications 
or sympathies outside one's ethnic group. 

Still, the "divisiveness" criticism clearly points 
to its own answer. These effects are symptoms, 
not of multicultural education, but of the privi­
leging of one stra nd of it over the severa I others; 
that is, it is multicultural education poorly done. 
The criticism is a cautionary note to ensure that 
the boundary-crossing and unifying aspects of 
multiculturalism be continually emphasized. I 
have pointed to three such aspects: (I) The sense 
of common humanity and equal dignity underly­
ing all antiracist teaching. (2) Education for 
cultural pluralism that calls not only for cultural 
self-affirmation, but respect for other cultures, 
and a valuing of the shared culturally plural 
polity. (3) The emphasis on inter-ethno-racial 
community at all levels that reinforces the ties 
we have to one another from friendships, 
through classes, schools, neighborhoods, all the 
way to the nation itself. 

We can summarize the lesson of the divisive­
ness criticism by saying that the civic dimension 
of multicultural education-an element in all 
three of its core value families-must constantly 
inform our teaching. We must continue to 
remind ourselves that multicultural education is 
a national project, meant to enhance justice and 
the quality of life in the nation as a whole, and 
that the national identity is something we all 
share, no matter what our ethno-racial group. 

The critics of multiculturalism as separatist 
have, I think, been somewhat irresponsible in 
taking some of the more extreme manifestations 
of multiculturalism for the whole. For example, 
some Afrocentrists do preach an educational 
philosophy that is separatist, divisive, and tend­
ing to demonize whites as a groups,. While the 
critics are right to emphasize the importance for 
national unity and mutual responsibility of 
loyalty to shared institutions securing justice and 
freedom, they mislocate the primary threats to 
that loyalty. The creation of an internationally­
oriented class of wealthy Americans with little 
loyalty to their nation, the flight of capital and 
jobs overseas, the enclaving of wealthy, and 
overwhelmingly white, people in self-enclosed 
communities (often with their own security 
systems), the decreasing lack of public contact 
between people of different cIasses88-all these 
are much greater threats to the unity and civic 
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health of the nation than any educational 
initiatives that teach children to acknowledge 
their ethno-racial identities and the role their 
groups have played in American history. 

Apart from this point, the framework set out 
here has yielded several more concrete guide­
lines for muting an overintensifying of bound­
aries between ethno-racial groups--emphasizing 
that groups are not monolithic, recognizing that 
no group's ethnicity is "pure", that ethno­
cultures have been formed by interaction with 
others and are constantly changing, emphasizing 
that, for example, many white people have 
courageously fought against racism; and the like. 
[See above, Guidelines for Education Presen­
tation of Ethnicity.] 

Finally, Ravitch and Schlesinger's conception 
of national unity that requires downplaying 
ethno-racial differences and the ravages of 
racism is actually a more superficial one that 
what could emerge from a honest confrontation 
with unpleasant historical and current racial 
realities. The forthright and open classroom 
dialogues expressing differing takes on these 
realities that good multicultural education 
encourages leads to a strengthened and deeper 
sense of community, and this holds for the 
national level as wellS'. 

[See Appendix A for an example of a teaching 
approach to "ethnic heroes" that addresses 
criticisms 2, 3, and 5. It attempts to balance the 
particular and universal. while avoiding 
trivialization and marginalization.] 

6. Distraction by politicization 
Related to the divisiveness issue is that the public 
hoopla over multicultural education will filter 
into the classroom in unhealthy and undermin­
ing ways. One sign of this effect-visible espe­
cially at the university level. but manifest in high 
schools as well-is the labeling, and the dismiss­
ing, as "PC" (politically correct), any concern 
with social or racial justice, or other forms of 
discrimination and exclusion. This labeling 
allows students to feel justified in refUSing to 
engage with issues of racism from the moment 
they are mentioned. Dealing with issues of 
racism, prejudice, cultural differences and strife, 
and the other difficult topics in multicultural 
education, is hard enough, without the further 
emotional "charging" and distorting of these 
issues by misleading and irresponsible public and 
media flame-fanning. Here the critics help to 
produce the very divisiveness they pretend to 
decry. 

One can only hope that the processes by 
which multicultural educators aspire to create 
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trusting, open, and engaged atmospheres in their 
schools and classes will be sufficient to withstand 
this further obstacle. The challenges of 
multicultural educating and the changes in 
orientation from much traditional teaching 
required by them are substantial enough to deal 
with a good deal of the extra trouble created by 
the "PC" backlash. Even without the public 
dissension, many white students will resist 
antiracist teaching, many students of any group 
will resist the efforts of moral imagination 
required to see the world from others' points of 
view. The worry articulated here only reinforces 
the need for a community-building dimension as 
a core element of the values informing 
multicultural teaching. 

7. Seeing Multicultural Education as a 
Panacea for the DIs of Schooling in 
General 
A final challenge to multiculturalism lies in an 
overambitious strand that sees multicultural 
education as a solution to all the ills of contem­
porary schooling, especially for low-achieving 
"racial minority" children. Consider for example, 
this statement by James Banks, one of the first 
and possibly the most influential theorist of 
multicultural education in the United States: 

[Multicultural education] tries to 
create equal educational opportunities 
for all students by ensuring that the 
total school environment reflects the 
diversity of groups in classrooms, 
schools, and society as a whole90. 

"Equality of opportunity" is the concept I 
want to focus on, understood here as equal 
opportunity to acquire the education to become 
a productive worker, a contributing citizen, and a 
self -developed individual". Clearly this must be a 
central goal of any fair and just educational 
system. Creating real equality of opportunity 
would require massive changes in the economic 
structure of school funding, to provide for low­
income-area schools some kind of comparability 
to good suburban schools in class size'2, range of 
offerings, and material resources. Real equality of 
opportunity would require more time for teach­
ers' professional development, and perhaps 
higher teachers' salaries. Ultimately, it would 
involve greater equality in the social domains 
within which schools operate. None of the 
required resource issues have much to do with 
multicultural education. While providing a 
whole school environment that reflects diverse 
groups within it is a crucial educational goal, it 
should not be unrealistically burdened with the 



hope of securing equality of educational oppor­
tunity; nor should it prevent us from facing up to 
the economic and political efforts necessary to 
secure that equality of opportunity. 

An issue here, raised at the very beginning of 
this paper, is a confusion between the distinct 
levels at which different values operate. Equality 
of opportunity within a given school, or class­
room, is, for example, a different matter from 
equality of opportunity within the educational 
system as a whole. While providing equality of 
opportunity for the students of color at a privi­
leged suburban school may be a step toward 
racial justice-an improvement over such stu­
dents being treated unequaIZv there-it contrib­
utes nothing to remedying of the larger systemic 
racial injustice inherent in the great inequities 
between prosperous suburban districts and 
strapped urban ones. 

Both forms of equality of opportunity are very 
important; but what it takes to achieve them 
differs greatly in the two cases. A school that is 
strapped in its resources can still provide equality 
of opportunity within or among its group of 
students; this may be the venue for equality of 
opportunity that Banks has in mind. Equality of 
opportunity is a comparative notion, and even if 
the school is not able to provide a fully adequate 
education for its students, it can at least provide 
an equal one, that does not privilege some 
students over others. 

At the same time, education for cultural 
pluralism, as an umbrella for a set of 
multicultural values and goals at the individual 
student level, need not stand or fall with its 
connection to equality of opportunity. If becom­
ing knowledgeable about the distinct ethno­
racial subcultures that comprise the U.S., 
learning appropriate respect for cultural differ­
ence, gaining some degree of multicultural 
competence, gaining a cohesive picture of US 
American history as encompassing many diverse 
groups and their interactions, and the like, lead 
to greater equality of opportunity, that is well 
and good. But whether they do or not, they are 
valuable educational, moral, and civic goals in 
their own right, and deserve support on those 
grounds alone. 

APPENDIX A 

Balancing the Particular and the 
Universal or National: The Moral and 
Civic Dimension of "Contributionism" 
Let me spell out in some detail how one might 
go about balancing the attention to the particular 
required by cultural respect and the focus on 
national unity required by the civic dimension of 
multicultural education. I will use an example of 
"contributions", further illustrating the point 
made in section 3 that contributions can be 
(though are not necessarily) a good deal more 
than a superficial and marginalizing part of 
multicultural education 

I take Cesar Chavez as an example. Chavez 
founded and led the United Farm workers, a 
union of Mexican and Mexican-American 
migrant farm workers in California. Chavez is 
surely one of the great figures in Mexican­
American life in the 20th century. He is a hero to 
Mexican-American young people, an inspiring 
leader of their people, a model to emulate. 

At the same time Chavez'S accomplishment is 
not confined to being a Mexican-American 
leader. He must be seen as a great national labor 
leader, a pioneer in linking labor and community 
in support of labor goals, and in developing (not 
inventing) the consumer boycott, a tactic used 
subsequently by many labor and political move­
ments. Chavez must also be regarded as a great 
Civil Rights leader, in some ways approaching 
the stature of Martin Luther King, Jr. Like King, 
he helped to extend and shape our notion of the 
reach of American citizenship, and of the rights 
attached to it. 

Cultural respect must both appreciate a 
distinct ethnic group in its own right, and also its 
role in the larger national culture. (See Principles 
I and 2, p. 8.) A teacher who presents Chavez 
solely as a leader of the Mexican-American 
community will discourage an important set of 
moral and civic attitudes in her students. Let us 
imagine a white student for example. To confine 
his respect to Chavez as a Mexican-American 
hero would be to see him too much as "other", 
as the hero of a group that is not him (not that 
student). The student would be missing that 
Chavez and his movement are part of the same 
moral and civic world-that is, the national 
community-that the white student already 
regards himself as belonging to. 

On the other hand, there is a precisely oppo­
site pitfall, illustrated by the teacher who pre­
sents contributions and accomplishments only to 
the larger national (or world) community. The 

25 



student who is not a member of the ethnic group 
in question is then encouraged to appreciate 
contributions only insofar as they benefit or 
enhance the society as a whole, or instantiate a 
universal value. For example, Dr. King is seen as 
a great humanitarian, as someone striving for a 
color-blind society; Chavez is seen as part of the 
labor movement or as a civil rights leader. But 
King is not acknowledged as a leader specifically 
of African-Americans, Chavez not seen in his 
particularity as a Mexican-American leader. 

Just as the first deficiency lies in an inability to 

see the universal dimension of the contribution­
one that, therefore, embraces the student non­
member of the group--so the second pitfall lies 
in an inability to appreciate the particular. It 
involves a failure to extend one's respect and 
appreciation to another ethnic group in its 
difference from oneself. It is as if the student (in 
this case) can only acknowledge that group and 
its experience if she is able to see it contributing 
to herself, indirectly through its contribution to 
the society with which she is here taken to 
identify. 

The civic dimension of cultural respect re­
quires both pieces. The student from group X 
must learn to respect group Y in its own right, in 
its distinctness from herself. She must learn to see 
the value in that group's own heroes and accom­
plishments that remain largely within the group. 
A good example here is Mary McLeod Bethune, 
a distinguished black educator in the early part of 
the century, who co-founded an important 
vocational and normal school for black women. 
Bethune'S contribution does not have the larger 
national impact of King's and Chavez's; however 
she is a key figure in African-American history 
and life. Students from other groups need to be 
able to appreciate the value of Bethune'S accom­
plishments to the black community, precisely 
because, and solely because, African-Americans 
are a key group in American life whom cultural 
respect must embrace. This particularistic dimen­
sion to cultural respect requires crossing bound­
aries, extending one's sympathetic and respectful 
understandings to groups that one need not 
appropriate as one's own in order to do so. 

But the other side of this is that this bound­
ary-crossing particularism must be comple­
mented by the universalism that recognizes 
when contributions from group X are made to 
the larger collectivity of which members of 
groups Y and Z are a part. The student must 
acknowledge that, on another level, groups Y 
and Z are connected to her as part of this larger 
collectivity. Achievements and contributions that 
affect the larger community (including the 
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community of humanity, as well as the national 
community) need to be appreciated on those 
grounds as well. 

In this way the civic consciousness attached to 
cultural respect recognizes other groups both in 
their otherness as well as in their connectedness. 
Communication across the boundaries of groups, 
communication in the public realm, in search for 
common goals, and in debate over policy differ­
ences, requires both dimensions. If groups see 
each other exclusively as 'other", they will miss 
how we share a national political community 
(and perhaps a local one as well) and the need 
and possibility of cross-cultural communication 
will be weakened. On the other side, if the 
particularity of the group is overlooked, then 
that communication will fail to recognize the 
differences in culture, history, and experience 
that inform that group's participation in our 
common life 93. 

We have been looking at the appropriate form 
of appreciation to be cultivated in students 
toward members of groups other than their own. 
But what about the attitude of students who are 
members of the same group as the hero/exem­
plar? What moral or civic stance does the teacher 
encourage in the Mexican-American student 
toward Cesar Chavez? The above analysis ac­
knowledges that Chavez belongs to the Mexican­
American in one special way that he does not 
belong to the Euro-American or Asian-American 
student. Chavez was a product of, leader of, and 
hero to Mexican Americans specifically, and this 
connection, I have argued, is important for 
students from the other groups to acknowledge. 

However, in another way, Chavez belongs 
equally to all Americans. His accomplishment 
enriched our national political culture, bettered 
the lot of a significant number of our people 
(almost all of whom, from this angle, happened 
to be Mexican-American), and exemplified ideals 
all can aspire to live by. 

In this way Chavez belongs to Mexican­
Americans in one way in which he does not 
belong to non-Mexican-Americans; yet in 
another way he belongs to all Americans equally. 
Both are true, and there is no contradiction 
between them, though conservative 
multicultural critics will want to suppress the 
particularist dimension and ethnocentrists will 
want to suppress the common and shared 
dimension. 

This bears on the issue of cultural respect. 
Teaching about Chavez is likely to tend to sup­
port the sense of worth of Mexican-American 
students, though that effect depends on the fact 
that mainstream US American culture, and the 



educational system in general fails to accord 
adequate worth to these students". 

However, should the teacher call attention to 
this link in front of the class: 'Chavez is Mexi­
can-American, just like Esmeralda and Juan, and 
he is a hero to their people"? One reason against 
doing so is the likelihood that this will weaken 
the ability of other students to see Chavez as their 
hero as well. In our current historical context 
within education, since ethnicity is so strongly 
emphasized, the more challenging educational 
task in general is the promoting of shared dimen­
sions of respect for ethnic heroes. 

On the other hand, it would be entirely 
appropriate for the teacher to ensure that Juan 
and Esmeralda be given space to feel their en­
tirely appropriate sense of ethnic pride in 
Chavez, and, moreover, that these students be 
given the teacher's validation of that feeling. This 
can be done outside the full-class setting, or the 
teacher can just make sure, in her presentation 
of Chavez, to present the ethnic dimension in a 
sympathetic and supportive light. While over­
ethnicizing of identity may be a general problem 
in our culture and schools, it is also true that in 
most public school contexts, students from 
subordinate groups are still subject to a devaluing 
and a marginalizing that education for cultural 
diversity should attempt to correct for. 

To summarize, a balancing act is called for 
here. The teacher needs to bring out the univer­
sal dimension that allows all children to see the 
'ethnic" hero as their hero as well; but at the 
same time, she must recognize the legitimacy 
and value of particularistic ethnic pride as well, 
especially for groups whose sources for group 
self-worth are not nurtured in the society at 
large, or the school in question. The task is 
difficult, but far from impossible. 
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have different "learning styles" than Euro-American 
children (more "contextual", less "linear" and the 
like). Delpit is quite aware of this danger and at one 
point speaks eloquently against it (167). Nevertheless 
she does not always avoid it. Sonia Nieto does a better 
job than Delpit of incorporating into her overall 
philosophy of multiculturalism the recognition that 
generalizations about cultures must be treated with 
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A second danger of Delpit's 'cultural strengths' 
approach-the capitulation to this danger can be 
found in many instances of multicultural education 
writing. and perhaps practice as well-is to deny thai 
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having to work or having to take care of younger 
siblings and thus having less time for homework, 
parents being unable to help with school work or 
unable to be involved in the school. general emotional 
stress, or worse. Delpit does not deny these deficits; 
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celebrations at the time of Christmas/New Years with 
their children's classes. 

51 Rap is ~ part of some white suburban subcul­
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tions apart from any ethnic traditions with which they 
may (or may not) affiliate. A child's familial but non­
ethnic rulture is also deserving of respect, though it 
does not involve the wider ethno-cultural aspect of 
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Weissbourd, The Vulnerable Child (Addison-Wesley, 
1996), ch. 10.] This approach carries a built-in notion 
of "respect for family"'. It does not derive from a 
culture-based argument but it converges with it in 
the more general idea that redudng distance between 
home and school generally enhances school success. 

Finally, a third source of respect for family is a general 
valuing of family in its own right. 1 think a sort of 
"pro-familism" is implidt in much multiculturist 
educational writing, though not as a major strand. It 
stands in tension with a strong valuing of the child's 
personal autonomy, a value ambiguously related to 
multiculturalism. 
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Princeton University Press, 1994),72-73. 
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58 There were exceptions. A few rescuers in convents, 
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identity. See Ewa Kurek-Lesik, "The Role of Polish 
Nuns in the Rescue of Jews, 1939-1945: in S. Oliner, 
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61 Nathan Glazer, in his excellent essay 
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Policy (Washington DC: Brookings Institution, 1994 ), 
p. 116, conflates pluralism with non-discrimination. 
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(New York: Free Press, 1995). 
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62 There is a large literature on the non-reality of race. 
See, for example, K. A. Appiah, Color Conscious 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996). Audrey 
Smedley, Race in North America: Origin and Evolution of a 
Worldview (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1993). 

61 Paradoxically, this statement is not entirely true of 
"blacks"-simultaneously the most intensely "'race­
identified" group, and yet because of the "one drop 
rule" (one drop of black African ancestry makes you 
"black"), many "blacks" are = actually distinguish­
able from other groups by physical appearance alone. 
This complex matter is discussed in F. James Davis, 
Who Is Black?: One Nation's Definition (Penn State Press, 
1991). 

64 The terminology here. as elsewhere, is both unsatis­
factory and politically and emotionally charged. Some 
NNative Americans" object to the tenn .... Indian" for the 
obvious reason of its derivation from Columbus's 
mistake. On the other hand most .... Native Americans" 
do refer to themselves as "Indians" (often, though not 
always, in addition to a specific tribal affiliation). [Cf. 
article on pan-Indian identity in R. Alba(ed.), Ethnicity 
and Race in the U.s.A .. Routledge and Kegan Paul. 
1985] 

65 Poles, Jews, and other Southern and Eastern 
European immigrant groups were not always regarded 
unequivocally as "white". See Ian Haney-Lopez, White 
by Law: The Legal Construction of Race (New York: NYU 
Press, 1996) and Matthew Jacobson, Beroming Cauca· 
sian: Vicissitudes of Whiteness in American Political Culture 
(Cambtidge: Harvard University Press, forthcoming). 

.. Again, this does not hold true for all whites. Some 
are just white, in the sense of not having a distinct 
ethno-culture. Of this group, some are now claiming a 
kind of pan-European ethnicity [see discussion of 
"pan-ethoic" identities below, p. 17] as "European­
Americans" . 

" K. A. Appiah, "Identity, Authenticity, Survival: 
Multicultural Societies and Social Reproduction" in 
Gutmann (ed.), Multiculturalism (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1994). 

68 Cited in Alan Fyte, ..... Anti-Radst Education ... " in 
Alan Fyfe and Peter Figueroa, Education for Cultural 
Diversity: The Challenge for a New Era, (London: 
Routledge, 1993). 

69 See M. Cochran-Smith, "'Uncertain Allies: Under­
standing the Boundaries of Race and Teaching, .. 
Harvard Educational Review, vol. 65, #4, winter 1995: 
541-570 for a description of the successes and painful 
difficulties attendant upon teaching pre-service 
teachers to be antiradst educators. 

" Cf. Janet Ward Schofield's excellent discussion of 
this point in Black and White in School: Trust, Tension, or 

32 

Tolerance 2nd ed., (Teachers College Press, 1989), ch 2. 

71 Sandra Lawrence and Beverly Tatum, "'White 
Educators as Allies: Moving From Awareness to 
Action, " in M. Fine, L. Weis, L. Powell, and M. Wong 
(eds.), Off White: Critical Perspectives on Race, (New York: 
Routledge, 1996) 

72 For descriptions of attempts to and ideas about 
engaging in such antiracist education, see Beverly 
Daniel Tatum, "Teaching White Students about 
Racism: The Search for White Allies and the Restora­
tion of Hope," Teachers College Record, vol. 95, #4, 
summer 1994: 462-476; Marilyn Cochran-Smith, op. 
dt.; and Sonia Nieto, "From Claiming Hegemony to 
Sharing Space: Creating Community in Multicultural 
Courses," in Rudolfo Chavez and James O'Donnell 
(eds.), Speaking the Unpleasant: The Politics of Non­
Engagement in the Multicultural Education Terrain (SUNY, 
forthcoming) 

73 Inner dty students of color are likely to have more 
contact in schools with members of other groups than 
are white students living in all-white areas; for the 
former schools tend to have some mixture of immi­
grant children students, as well as black and Latinos, 
even if the school is dominated primarily by one of 
those ethno-radal groups. However, such students are 
no more likely to have contact with white students 
than are their isolated white counterparts with them. 

74 For a fuller argument on this point, see Lawrence 
Blum, ""Radal Integration' Revisited," in Joram Graf 
Haber (ed.), Nonns and Values: Essays in Honor of 
Virginia Held (Rowman and Littlefield, forthcoming 
1998). 

" Michael Olneck, "The Recurring Dream: Symbolism 
and Ideology in Intercultural and Multicultural 
Education," American Journal of Education, February 
1990: 147-173. 

76 In accordance with my focus here on the US, and 
the West more broadly, I emphasize contributions by 
non-white groups to American and Western culture. 
But of course a fuller multiculturalism will teach that 
civilizations other than Western are important as well. 

" Johnny Otis, Upside Your Head!: Rhythm and Blues on 
Central Avenue (New EngJand Press, 1992). 

" Ralph Ellison, Shadow and Act (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1972 [1964]). See also David Roediger, Toward 
the Abolition of Whiteness (New York: Verso, 1995). 

79 Toni Morrison's Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the 
Literary Imagination (Harvard 1992) is tbe best-known 
expression of the impact of the presence of blacks on 
white literature. But a wealth of further evidence is 
provided in Shelley Fisher Fishkin's review of the 
literature "'Interrogating 'Whiteness', Complicating 



'Blackness': Remapping American Culture, .. in 
American Quarterly, Sept. 1995, vol 47, #3. 

80 These points are less true for Asian-Americans 
because of their overalI smalIer numbers and much 
more recent arrival than the other groups in any 
substantial numbers. But the role of Chinese-Ameri­
cans in the creation of "the West" and the building of 
the intercontinental railroad are examples of seldom­
recognized contributions of Asians. 

81 Even here it is generalIy acknowledged that Ben­
jamin Franklin, and through him the Continental 
Congress, were influenced in the direction of the 
national government as a federation of states by the 
Iroquois Federation of tribes. There is, however, great 
disagreement as to how significant or extensive that 
influence was. (For Native American influence on 
American life and political institutions, see J. Axtell, 
"'Colonial America without the Indians: 
Counterfactual Reflections," Journal of American 
History, March 1987: 981-996.) 

" Celeste Condit and John L. Lucaites, Crafting 
Equality: America's Anglo-African Word (Univ .. of 
Chicago, 1993). 

83 See Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America'S Unfinished 
Revolution. 

84 Diane Ravitch, "'Pluralism vs. Particularism in 
American Education, .. The Responsive Community ... spring 
1991:33. Ravitch has written a number of articles 
expressing similar views. Arthur Schlesinger's 1991 
The Disuniting of America: Reflections on a Multicultural 
Society, mentioned earlier, is probably the single most 
influential book-length expression of this criticism. 

" Further, schools that are virtualIy alI white because 
the residents of their communities are all white have a 
similar defidency, even if those schools have not been 
explicitly created in order to be ethnic-based schools 
(and in that regard are disanalogous to Afrocentric 
schools). Such residential communities may, however, 
have been chosen by the students' parents because 
they were all white, or nearly so; or they may be a 
byproduct of such an intentional choice with regard to 
neighborhood. This suggests that the problem of 
dividedness in schools is driven by forces other than 
multicultural education itself. 

" Janet Helms (1990), Black and White Radalldentity: 
Theory, Research, and Practice (Westport, CT: Greenwood 
Press). Helms's work has been creatively utilized by 
Beverly Daniel Tatum in an influential article, "Talking 
About Race, Learning About Racism: An Application 
of Racial Identity Development Theory in the Class­
room," Harvard Educational Review, 62 (February, 
1992): 1-24 

87 Even Afrocentrism, however, contains many 
different tendencies. At one end it can simply mean a 
spedal attention and concern for the needs, and a 
sensitivity to the cultures of. African-American 
students; in that mode. it is little different from Lisa 
Delpit's culture-sensitive teaching. For an account of 
the range of Afrocentric theories in practice see Sara 
MosIe, "Separatist But Equal?", The American Prospect. 
fall 1993: 73-82. Yet, while Afrocentricity might be a 
"'large tent", even at its most constructive and least 
problematic, it does not approach the range of dvic 
and ethical values-ones concerning respect for 
different cultures, democratic interaction with those 
from different cultural groups, and the like-that a 
truly multicultural program should address. 

88 These trends are documented and analyzed in 
Christopher Lasch, The Revolt of the Elites (New York: 
W.W. Norton & Co .. 1994); Michael Lind, The Next 
American Nation (New York: Free Press, 1995); and 
Benjamin Barber's, Jihad VS. MacWorld (1995). 

" Sheldon HacJcney's attempts as the head of the 
National Endowment for the Humanities to foster" A 
National Conversation on American Pluralism and 
Identity" were salutary steps in this direction, cur­
tailed as a result the 1995 budget cuts to the NEH. 

" James A. Banks, Educational Leadership, May 1994, 
cited in Kaleidoscope: Changing Visions of Learning and 
Teaching, vol 2, #1. October 1995, p. I. (Since this is 
the only passage taken from Banks's article in this 
newsletter concerning the Cambridge public schools, 
one imagines that it represents the views of the 
editors of this publication's as welL) Banks is the 
primary author of the official National Council on 
Social Studies guidelines on multicultural education. 
(Banks's views in the full article quoted are more 
nuanced than the quote suggests; and in an interview 
with Margaret Crocco in Social Studies Review, Banks 
denies that multicultural education has been shown to 

have much impact on school achievement, somewhat 
caIling into question the claim that it is necessary for 
equality of opportunity.) 

" Paul Gagnon, "What Should Children Learn," 
Atlantic Monthly, December 1995. 

" Cf. Frederick Mosteller'S massive study, reported in 
"The Tennessee Study of Class Size in the Early School 
Grades", Critical Issues for Children and Youths, vol. 5. 
#2, Summer/Fall 1995, showing improved achieve· 
ment with smaller class size. 

93 The "sharedness" involved in appreciating contribu­
tions to common life-and, more generally, in fully 
acknowledging the place of "'minority" groups in 
American national polity-is not the only fonn of 
"'sharedness" involved in multiculturalism. It is 
distinct, for example, from the shared humanity lying 

33 



at the root of anti-radsm. The latter abstracts from 
differences, emphasizing characteristics shared simply 
as human beings. But the sharing of a national 
community spedfically acknowledges and embraces 
cultural differences, yet sees the different groups as all 
part of a larger national. or world, whole. The relation 
between the two types of sharedness is beyond the 
scope of my enterprise here. 

94 I mention this because we should not believe that 
there is a tight empirical connection between respect­
ful educational attention to group X and enhancing 
the self-worth of members of group X; it depends very 
much on the drcumstances, and espedally of the 
general level of "'worth" accorded that group in the 
general culture. I don't think studying about Ben­
jamin Franklin is likely to have the same enhandng 
effect on Anglo-American students; this is because 
Anglo-American students are in general validated by 
the overall culture, so spedfic curricular attention to a 
particular 'hero"'exemplar of their group is less likely 
to have much effect on them. 
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