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DARI NG TO DREAM RE-VI SI ONI NG CULTURE AND A TI ZENSH P
Mary Louise Pratt
Stanford University*

A few years ago when the affluent Bay Area suburb of Los Atos
passed an English Only ordi nance, the Chicano artist and poet Jose
Antoni o Burciaga asked his neighbors to reflect on the irony of
their choice

| feel that Los Altos should have gone all the way and
changed its Spanish nane to The H ghs, H ghlands, or
nor e appropfiately, The Tall es. Al across the
country defenders of ye olde English would do well to
authenticate, in English, all of the "foreign" nanmes of
our cities and towns.

For example, here in California, we could begin by
translating Los Bafios to The Bathroons and Sobrantes to
Leftovers. San Francisco, of course, would be renaned

Saint Francis of Assisi, Atascadero could becone Mid



Puddl e, Manteca, Lard, Panocha, Brown Sugar, and Aronas
coul d becone Smells, California.
Los Angel es? Anaheim already took away the city's
basebal | angels, so how about Lost Angels or Lost
Angl 0s? <1>
Not inappropriately, Burciaga titled his piece "The Tall nes
are Gnging up on Me." There are plenty of people today who, at
least from time to tine, feel Ilike "lost Anglos" in the
contenporary reality of the United States. And since the political
right launched its highly orchestrated and well financed canpai gn
agai nst educational reformin 1990, plenty of scholars and teachers
have shared the feeling that "the tall ones" are ganging up on us.
In our good nonents, those of us so beset know that the vehenence
of the reaction to educational reform neans sonething of
potentially great significance is underway. It is very inportant
not to lose sight of this fact. A few years ago | had the
remar kabl e experi ence of seeing the planning docunents of a first
year culture course | co-teach published (in strategically edited
formJ in the Wall Street_ Journal, along with a vehenent
ill-infornmed editorial attacking "The Stanford Mnd". <2> After
the initial shock and insult wore off | found nysel f astonished
that such a thing as an under graduat e course syl | abus could cone to
be of any interest to the national business daily —even asssun ng
a slow day on the market! Unfortunately, |ike nost academcs, |
| acked the nedi a conpetence to take advantage of the occasion.
That was five years ago. Now it is clear that what sonme see as

a battle for the national will is also a process by which US



society is reimagining and redefining itself. At this point, it is
essential that intellectuals pursuing the denocratic renewal of
society, institutions and culture nmake a concerted effort to insert
sone terns and ideas into the public debate, terns that suggest
where it is we are trying to go, and why. Those of us arguing for
denocratic change face an opportunity and an inperative to
articulate our visions clearly and forcefully. What sort of
society are we looking for — in these United States, these
Arericas, this planet? Wat sort of culture, what sort of
institutions do we wish to inhabit? Wat do we see as the
rel ati onshi ps to be devel oped between | anguage and nati on, between
culture, education and citizenship? If we abandon assimlationism
and the idea of honogeneous cul tural wholes, what will be the bases
for our social bonds? In California, these questions have been
posed with a new urgency since the Los Angeles uprising in the
spring of 1992.

For many people the search is for ways to undo deeply held
assunptions that tie difference to subordination, and social
heterogeneity to social inequality. D fference, in other words,
does not necessarily imply inequality -- where it does, it does so
as the result of a historical process. For sone it is a question of
redefining social bonds so that honogeneity is not the only basis
for solidarity or accountability. For many people it has becone
imperative to be able to live out particular identities and group
histories as part of one's citizenship, rather than an obstacle to
citizenship —inperative to feel not just that one is entitled or

all owed to be here, but that one bel ongs here, that one is entitled



to proprietorship of the nation's institutions as fully as people
of the traditionally dom nant or normative group.

In the 1980's, following on the national and gl obal upheavals
of the 70s and late 60s, certain sets of nonolithic |inkages came
unstuck in netropolitan culture, both in imagination and reality,
-- notably linkages that lined up the idea of a nation with the
idea of a territorial state, a |anguage, a culture, sonetines a
religion, and a (masculine-defined) citizen-subject who defends
the territory, enbodies the |anguage and culture, and serves the
state. In particular, the three-layered nonolith of nation,
| anguage and culture, which defined the nodern nation-state and
t he nodern citizen-subject at the | evel of the inagi ned, came apart
in what seens |likely to be a permanent and gl obal way. This is one
lens for diagnosing the current upheavals both in actual social
relations and in the ways nations represent t hensel ves to
t hensel ves. Oten these disarticulations register thensel ves nost
dramatically in the real mof |anguage.

\

|. The polyglot citizen.
Every parent has nonments when they confront the fact that
their children are growing up in a different world from the one
they did. | recall picking ny daughter up a few years ago at

preschool and hearing that she had a new friend she wanted to ask

over to play. Geat, | said, get her phone nunber and I'll cal
her parents. "I can't" said Aivia. "Wy not?" "She doesn't speak
English.”™ "Well should we ask her in Spanish?" | said. "Mnmms,"

said divia inpatiently, "W don't understand each other's



language." (The intonation meant: "we understand everything el se,
just not the | anguage."”) The two four year olds, | realized, |acked
an expectation of a common | anguage as essential to constructing
a relationship, and indeed proved, in the times they spent
together, that for four-year olds, it was not.

The incident stuck in ny mnd because it occurred not |ong
after | had attended a neeting of a professional organization at
which two linguistic matters had come up for our consideration.
One was whether and howto respond to the English Only initiatives
that were being passed all over the country, with varying effects
from undermning bilingual education prograns to prohibiting
workers the use of their native | anguages in their workpl aces. At
the sanme neeting, we received a briefing from some policynmakers
outlining the urgent need in the Anerican business and gover nnent
for nore adult speakers of second |anguages. The proposal was to
begin a massive national initiative to teach foreign | anguages to
adults in advanced positions in the areas of business, diplonacy
and national security.

So we had a situation where simultaneously initiatives were
being taken (a) to elimnate bilingualism anong school children
(for whomnultiple language learning is possible and perfectible)
and (b) to try to create bilingualism anong mature adults (for
whom foreign language learning is extrenely difficult and
virtually never perfectible) ! My fantasy at the time was to get the
two groups together in the same room (alnost certainly revealing,
of course, that they were in fact the sane people!) . But that

woul dn't do nmuch good, really, because the crowd in such a room



woul d not have included a Iot of people who needed to be there for
a valid discussion of what was possible and desirable in the way
of a national |anguage policy. As anyone knows who has been
wor ki ng on educat i onal denocracy, everything depends on who is in
the room where the decisions are being nmade, on whether those
seeking change and those expected to benefit are part of the
process. ((nhe of the significant openings created by the upheaval
in Los Angeles was the appearance on nainstream TV of inner city
peopl e anal yzing their situation and the society as a whole. Their
clarity, articulateness and w sdom often contrasted with the
ignorant wafflings of an officialdomlacking all famliarity with
of the dynamcs at work.)

Wiat a difference it would make, then, if a national |anguage
policy were fornulated by a group that corresponded to the
linguistic realities of the US --to the fact for instance that in
Caliornia half the children entering kindergarten now speak first
| anguages other than English. As a scholar, a parent, and a
teacher, | dare to dreamabout a public education systemthat sees
this extraordinary multilingualismnot as an educational handi cap
or a social inpedinent but as an extraordinary endowent to be
cultivated and preserved. |magine a school systemthat made it a
priority for children to becone literate in all the |anguages they
knew, and for every nonolingual English speaker to learn a second
| anguage early and well. In a generation, wthout giving up a
shared know edge of English anong its citizens, the national
sel f -understanding would, | suspect, be profoundly altered.

What could energe m ght be a new national subject -- a figure



Renat o Rosal do has called the polyglot citizen.<3> Let nme use this
term for a nonent to reflect on this society's present and its
past. On the one hand, as a purely linguistic entity, the polygl ot
citizen would be the result of changing realities in the US
notably the arrival of large new inmmgrant populations —8 1/2
mllion in the 1980s alone -- and that's the official figure. n
the other hand, as Burciaga tried to remnd his neighbors in Los
Altos, such a concept would sinply incorporate into the nationa
understanding realities that have constituted Arerican |ife and
history for a very long tine. For of course multilingualism
intercul tural cont act, r adi cal soci al het erogeneity  and
di scontinuity have been part of human history in the Amrericas for
a very long time, certainly since before contact with Europe, and
of course nore dramatically since the shock of 1492 and its
aftermath. Despite ideol ogi es of honbgeneity and assim lation, the
pol ygl ot Anmerican has been everywhere but never naned as a nodel
for citizenship. (Wen you read Wlla Cather's O Pioneers!, did
you or your teacher notice that every single character is
bilingual and there is not a single native speaker of English in
t he book? D d you know i n the 1850s 60% of the newspapers publi shed
in the US were NOT in English?) In the Southwest people have
constantly to be rem nded that Spanish is not an inm grant |anguage
in the US, that Mexicans were here for three centuries before
Angl os showed up, and that the dom nant presence of English did not
el i m nate Spanish by the third generation, as the immgrant formula
speci fi es.

In her courses on sociolinguistics at San Jose State



University, linguist Patricia N chols does a sinple and revealing
exercise to orient her students to the history of nmultilingualism
in the United States.<4> N chols has students reconstruct their
| i ngui stic biography, to see how many generati ons back they go in
their own famly before encountering native |anguages other than
Engl i sh. This is a great exercise for sonething | «call
“unravel I i ng fh white synthesis" in the classroom For nost
students, including Euroanericans, it is only 2 o 3 generations
back to bilingualism In fact, anong N chols's students, the group
with the longest history as native speakers of English is the
African Ameri cans. (@ course! —when you think about it.)

The other things those [|inguistic biographies revealed, to
N chols surprise, was the violence of conpul sory nonolingualism
Many famlies had preserved horror stories about |inguistic
repression and forced |anguage loss. In the United States the
polyglot citizen of all races has traditionally been subjected to
consi der abl e psychosoci al violence. This was one of the costs of
producing what | referred to above as "the white synthesis". As
N chol s' cl assroom experi nent suggests, that synthesis begins to
unravel as soon as you tug it by a thread. Unraveling it is crucial

to the unraveling of white supremacy itself.

Li ngui sti c repressi on and enf orced nonol i ngual i smare al so ol d
realities in the Anericas. Walter Mgnolo wote recently about a
literacy canpaign conducted by the Spanish in the 1550s, |ed by
Franci scan friars.<5> One of their tactics was to i nprison children

of the Aztec elite and prevent themfromconversing with anyone in



their own | anguage, "especially not their nothers". The authority
of literate culture, the friars surmsed, could only established
if the authority of oral culture was interrupted. (The Aztecs, it
appears, were not entirely naive about what was afoot.
Commentators reveal ed that sone of them suspecting the exercise,
turned over not their own chil dren but those of subordinates.) That
history is still being lived out today. In the first-year culture
course a group of us teach at Stanford (the one the WAIl Street
Journal wote up) readings include a sacred nythic text of the
Maya, called the Popol Vuh. This year, followng the lecture on
this text, a student cane up to the professor wth sone coments,
at the end of which he said "M/ grandparents are Maya, you know
It's the only language they know, but they insisted ny parents
speak only Spanish to get ahead, so |I've never learned it, though
|'ve heard it all ny life." Ironically, as he probably knew, north
of the border, Spanish is the |anguage parents tell their children
to suppress, for the same reasons his grandparents supressed Maya.
O course it was the presence of the Popol Vuh on the curricul um
and a Chicano professor behind the podium that brought this
student's Maya experience into intersection with the powerful

structures of know edge that live in the university.

The idea of polyglot citizen is intended of course to refer to
cultural and not just |inguistic consciousness. |t does not nean
sinply a polity whose citizens speak nore than one | anguage, but a
polity that is, and sees itself as, nultiply constituted, as

consisting of heterogeneity at the |evel of the individual and the



collectivity. Gtizens are constituted by the multiple and shifting
paranmeters we all know by heart: region, gender, class, race,
religion. People are bound by histories, but histories that they
have lived out in very different ways. As anthropol ogi st Renato
Rosal do has argued, fears that such multiplicity produces chaos are
unf ounded. Het er ogeneous societies can hold together just fine,
t hough what holds them together is not honogeneity. Rather they
are held together by the dense degrees of overlap between and
anmong their various identifications and formations. The ot her
great fear is of fragnmentation or, as it is often call ed,
' bal kani zation.' But this too cannot happen, because no one bel ongs
to only one group. The polyglot citizen, netaphorically speaking,
identifies herself or hinmself as a point of intersection of
multiple threads that weave in and out to nmake the dense fabric of
society. As the LArap group Aztlan Nation put it, "I didn't cross
t he border, the border crossed ne." Perhaps here there is a richer,
and nore inclusive nodel of citizenship than those which inmagine

social bonding as constituted by sanmeness and conform sm

[11. Miulticulturalism Five Propositions.

There is at least one term that all participants in the
cul ture debates have a stake in: nulticulturalism For reasons that
wi || become apparent in a nonment, | will nmake no attenpt to define
this concept. In fact I'll do the opposite. | propose to identify
five of what | take to be key dinensions of the term thinking in
particul ar about w despread concern over coopted, bureaucratized,

and watered down versions of nmulticulturalism So acute are these



concerns that powerful voices conmtted to cultural denocracy and
educational reform now often back away from or even denounce
mul ticulturalism |eaving coll eagues who have taken great risks in
its name dangling in a linbo of (il) legitimacy. Here are Five
Propositions aimed at resol ving sone of the confusion generated by
the multifarious evocations of the term

Proposition 1. Mul ticulturalismhas at |east four narratives of
origin:

(&) Cvil rights. Milticulturalismhas historical roots in US
civil rights struggles, and continues the battles for gender and
racial equality that have been an ongoing part of US social
hi story since i ndependence. Wth respect to people of color,
wonen, gays, and ot her disenfranchised groups, one can
characterize nmulticulturalism as a nove from demandi ng the right
to BE here, to demanding the right to BELONG here, from demandi ng
representation to denanding co-possession of the nation's
institutions.

(b) Inmmgration. dose to 1 in 25 Anericans, by official
statistics, arrived here in the last 15 years, fromvéry di sparate
parts of the world. Actual nunbers are probably greater. This
extraordinary in-migration has produced a cultural and linguistic
| andscape nmuch nore diverse than has ever existed here. Fromthis
perspective, nmulticulturalism is not a novenment, but sinply a
reality. It is already here. Debates over education and diversity
represent sinply the pangs of adjustnent, and struggles over howto
adjust our institutions to these new realities.

(c) dobalization. The conmunications revol ution, worldw de



i mm grant diasporas, the globalization of capital and nmarkets nean
t hat everyone's reality has diversified culturally and
linguistically, and that nearly everyone is experiencing increasing
demands to interact with other cultures and societies. This is
where multiculturalism intersects with international relations;
where donmestic projects in cultural diversity nmeet up wth the
demand for greater gl obal cultural conpetence, often in the nane of
econom c conpetitiveness in the global narket.

(d) Academ c business as usual. Questioning, challenging and
revitalizing established traditions and structures of know edge is
business as usual in the university. In fact such processes of
renewal are central to the university's mssion in the society.
Today's curriculumdebates, for exanple, are strikingly simlar to
the heated struggles that occurred in the 1920s over whether
Anerican literature should be taught in Anmerican universities.
Many of the argunents used then agai nst Anerican literature are the
sane ones used now to object to "substituting" European classics
with "inferior" works by wonen, people of color, or non-Europeans.
In any scholarly discipline, paradigm shifts are inevitable and
desirable, for though they occasion discord, they are the way new
knowl edge is incorporated, the way history works on the
institution. Wthout themuniversities would be attenpting to live
out side history —and woul d becone instant anachronisns. There is
of course a commercialized version of this: in the books and
journals market nulticulturalismis a growth industry, and nost big
corporations today have professional diversity nanagers.

Havi ng suggested four narratives of origin, | would like to



privilege a particular orientation towards the future. The centra
core of the reformst projects referred to under the | abel
mul ticulturalism | would argue, is the struggle in the donmai n of
culture against forns of subordination that distort this society,
inhibit its thought and fail so many of its inhabitants: raci smand
white suprenacy, sexism and heterosexi sm et hnocentri sm
intol erance and xenophobia, based as often on ignorance as on
pr ej udi ce.

Proposition 2. ; Milticulturalismis not a goal or a stopping off
pl ace. Like affirmative action, it is a strategy not an end in
itself. In the case of both strategies, it is crucial to keep in
m nd what they can and cannot do. They should not be attacked or
bl amed, as they often are, for what they cannot and never
undertook to do. Affirmative action cannot elimnate racism and
sexism and those who designed it never thought it could. It ws
intended nerely as an initial nechanism for intervening in
situations understood to be distorted by racism and sexism  Yet
affirmative action itself is often blanmed for creating stigmas
that should really be attributed to the persistence of racism and
sexi smthensel ves. Its "failure"” to elimnate these prejudices has
been effectively used by supporters of racial and gender inequality
to divide and weaken groups conmtted to opposing inequality.

So it has been with multiculturalism which is criticized, for
i nstance, because it is conpatible with a kind of uncritical
pluralism a snorgasbord approach to culture, and with forns of
consunerism Again, such limtations have been used to divide

groups committed to pronoting a denocratic and heterogeneous



cul ture.

It is crucial to recogni ze these novenents as strategi es rather
than goals, and to keep one's eye on the prizes of equality,
| i beration, and social and cultural renewal. In the case of both
affirmative action and multiculturalism it is the burden of their

critics to propose sonething better.

Proposition 3. Milticulturalism doesn't have a referent.
Preci sely because it denotes a strategy, it is a highly contextua
term Wat it "neans" in a given instance will depend entirely on
the context, who the participants are, on what is at stake and
what is possible. Such factors determ ne what constitutes a
"multicultural™ intervention in a given situation. If one
recogni zes the context-boundedness of nmulticulturalism and its
status as a strategy rather than an end goal, one worries |ess
about conprom sed or coopted gestures that seem designed to
appease rather than transform The productive response to such
gestures is not necessarily to condemm or reject them as
undesirable per se, but to denonstrate their limtations and push
in every instance for additional change. The fact of cooptation
does not discredit the goals or trivialize the stakes, and shoul d
not be allowed to.

A related but somewhat different point concerns what one m ght
call the horizontal ness of political l|anguage in the electronic
media age. Political ternms tend not to retain specific enpirical,
i deol ogical, or noral referents, but rather to spread horizontally

across the political and ideological spectrum altering their



nmeani ng accordingly. Thus words |ike denocracy, diversity,
freedom fairness, equality -- and nmulticulturalism — are used
across the entire ideological spectrum in public discourse. In
part this horizontal spread is due to the right's habit of
appropriating transfornmative or critial |anguage as quickly as it
enters public discourse. In part it is due to the fact that
di fferent sectors of the society are always responding
simul taneously, but differently, to changes in social conditions.
So in response to, say, an increased Mexi can and Chicano clientele,
a supermarket owner might hire nore bilingual clerks, nove the
sal sa out of the International Foods section, stock newitens |ike
tomatillos and plantains, add cunbias to the nuzak. Now one can
easily argue that such actions are not at all emancipatory, but
sinply designed to integrate the new clientele further into
consuner society, and that would certainly be true. But what
follows from such a conclusion? That the store owner should be
expected to resist the inpulse to respond to changes in the
clientele, or be condemmed for doing so? Wuld it not be absurd
to deny the obvious fact that the changes do nake the store a nore
hospitabl e place for the peopl e who shop there? A nore appropriate
r esponse, | submt, mght be to open a dialogue wth the
supermarket owner and ask for funds to support nulticultura
initiatives in the education sphere on the grounds that there
exi sts a shared understandi ng of changes taking pl ace.
Proposition 4. Miulticulturalismis not a substitute for, nor a
guarantee of economc justice. Its goals wll always be

conprom sed by the absence of economc justice. Milticulturalism



is nmost inmmediately about consciousness and institutions. These
are what is at stake in the struggle, and these are the sites of
intervention and renewal . Mul ticulturalists ask what kinds of
institutions are we going to inhabit in the future? How do we
propose to represent ourselves to ourselves and to the worl d? How
fully enfranchised will the popul ace be wth respect to educati on,
| anguage, cul ture, and expression?

While nmulticulturalismwll not directly bring about economc
justice, it brings awareness of the workings and histories of
inequalities, and fosters nore representative institutions through
which to correct them Multiculturalists call for scholarship
that clarifies the links between economc injustice and cultura
di senfranchi sement, brings the histories behind both to nationa
consci ousness, and explores alternatives.

Pr oposi tion 5. Mul ticulturalism does not "bal kani ze. "

Segregation does. Multiculturalismseeks to nultiply the nunber of
soci al |y defined groups that have access to the society's dial ogues
about itself, and to place those groups in dialogue with each
other. Inevitably the dialogue is inititially anchored in the
groups' differences fromeach other -- but this does not constitute
bal kani zation. IN fact if constitutes the opposite, for the groups
are in the same roomand talking and listening to each other. The
real bal kani zation is what we had before -- the |legal and de facto
segregati ons around which this country's institutions were built.
Not hi ng coul d be nore bal kani zed t han Aneri can hi gher education in
the 1920s or the 1950s. The nmonmentum of nulticulturalismis to

counter fragmentation produced by social disenfranchisenment and



segregati on.
| V. The col oni zed i magi nati on.

| suggested that the breakup of cultural nonoliths in the US
I nvol ves two processes. First, a response to new realities: the
communi cations revolution, thd4e so-called inmgrant inplosion of
the third world onto the first, the globalization of narkets
successful demands by wonen and people of color that their
differences be decoupled from legacies of subordnation and
recogni zed as the basis for their belonging. Second, people in the
US (and many other countries) are comng to grips wth old
realities that have been elided from official history.
It is on this latter process that | want to focus for th nonent,
and give it a nane tha tny surprise sone readers: decol onization
When the debats over Western Qulture broke out in the US six years
ago, | found nyself rem nded over and over of ny years grow ng up
in English Canada in the 1950s, when pictures of the Queen of
Engl and governed every hone, courtroom hockey arena and curling
rink, and received our norning pledges of allegiance in the
classroom where culture, history, art, reality itself lived
somewhere else. Not where we were, but on the other side of the
ocean, which Britain ruled. These, | later realized, were the
wor ki ngs of the colonized imagi nation. Nowthe United States is a
world inperial power and it is admttedly difficult to think of it
as having a colonized inmagination. But | amconvinced that in the

domain of culture and national understanding, it does

When it conmes to culture, Europe has continued to possess the



Anerican, especially the Euroanerican i magi nation, to be its point
of reference, regardless of the realities that surround us here.
So it was in the 1920s that American universities debated i ntensely
whet her Anerican literature should be taught there. So it was in
the 1980s at nany Anerican coll eges, that the book |ists adopted as
representing the cul tural heritage of Arerican students incl uded no
Anericans! These are synptons, | would argue, of a nuch nore
general state of mnd. Even when they know al nost nothing about
Eur opean high culture, as cultural subjects, | suggest, Anericans
remain to a significant degree colonial subjects for whomreality
and value live sonmewhere else. They are so constituted by the
national institutions of know edge and culture, official and
ot herwi se. Euroanericans tend to experience this phenonenon, as
ever in neocol onial contexts, as alienation, passivity, and a sense
of disenfranchi sement. Asked to define or describe their culture,
for exanple, white American students often react wth pain and
anger. For they tend to know t hensel ves as people without culture

They tend to envy and resent "ethnic" students who know t hensel ves
deeply as cultural beings, because in the absence of political and
econom ¢ power, culture and conmunity have been the sustenance of
l[ife. In US ethnic comunities culture often plays the role it
plays in anticolonial struggles -- as a site and source of
resi stance to domnation. This is very different fromthe sense of
self-alienation and disenfranchisement that characterizes the
cultural self-consciousness of nmany Euroanericans, and which
readily | eads people to use white privilege to ridicule culture and

those who "have" it. Mich of this, | suggest, is the |egacy of



European colonialism from which this country has still to
emanci pate itself. In a recent article exploring the term "post-
colonial", cultural critic Ann Mcd intock simlarly argues that the
US belongs to the group of what she calls "breakaway settler
col oni es” which "have not undergone decol onization". Is it the
col oni zed i magi nation that makes the soil here so fertile for the
growth of a passive culture of consunption, spectatorship and
sirmulation? 1In the public polemcs about canons and book |ists,
it is the colonized imagination that speaks when witer after
witer, even distinguished intellectuals Iike C Vann Wodward,
denounces books they have never read, witers whose names they
have never seen, sinply because they are not European. It is, at

least in part, the colonized inmagination that sends intellectuals

of the Anericas to Europe for theories of society -- even theories
about Anerica, |like those of Eco, Baudrillard, Todorov —or for
terns |like "bal kani zation" in which to mrror ourselves.

European culture critics have created a tradition of talking
about the sense of unreality they encounter in the United States,
about the mania here for creating simulations, replicas and
artifical worlds like D sneyland or Heritage USA. (Eco wote up
his pilgrinmge docunenting all the replicas of the Last Supper
bet ween San Franci sco and Los Angel es.<6>) Wat is this nmania for
simul ati on, which the Europeans do not seem to understand (they
tend to conclude Anericans cannot distinguish between fiction and
reality because they have no history)? Perhaps its what you get
when you conbine a technol ogical superpower with a colonized

i magi nation that experiences "real" cultural agency as being



"sonmewhere el se". Though this view runs counter to perceptions of
the US as the ultimate global cultural inperialist, the two facts
are not at all inconpatible.

What current educational reformnovenents are engaged in can
be understood, in part, as a process of decol oni zation of culture
and the national imagination. It involves recognizing the unique
historical and cultural experience of the United States and the
Anericas, and claimng of that experience in all its specificity
and conplexity. It involves not erasing the European |egacy
(though that is the thing nulticulturalists are nost often accused
of) , but situating that legacy within the history of life and
society on this side of the Atlantic, being accountable to that
hi story from within.

What is to be gai ned fromsuch a decol oni zati on? The prospect of
society here knowing its reality nore fully, judging itself nore
wisely. It points to the possibility of a society nmore fully
grounded in its ow reality and history. This is the part | bring
up nost often when people ask me what is in all this for the white
m ddl e cl ass. An extraordinary cultural renewal, | say, an
enri chnent and an enanci pati on. Enmanci pation, for instance, from
the sense of being at the nercy of consunption and spect at orshi p;
the possibility of a cultural subject that is nore than a consuner.
An emanci pated i magi nation is a rich and powerful thing. Colonizers
know this well, which is why colonialism tries to deprive the
colonized of independent access to cultural institutions,
particularly to the neans of representing thensel ves to t hensel ves.

V. The (US in the) Anericas.



Earlier on | spoke about the fact that bilingualism
intercul tural rel ations, r adi cal soci al het erogeneity and
discontinuity are old realities in the Anericas, though not always
part of official histories and national nythologies. This final
poi nt is about The Anericas, in the hem spheric sense. O all the
possibilities for cultural renewal offered by the current
novenents toward cul tural enfranchi senent, one that strikes ne as
nost promsing is the possibility that the United States wll
reimagine and resituate itself in the Anmericas; that it wll
rewite its history and rework its self-understanding so as to
recover the specificity and uni queness of the experience of this
hem sphere. (Uniqueness and specificity are not sinple celebratory
ternms here: the experience to be recovered has horrendous
dinmensions multiculturalists are always being attacked for
bringing up.) The unique, specific experience of this hem sphere
includes the history of the huge range of indigenous societies,
both before and since contact with Europe; the European invasion
and conquest and the establishnment of white settler colonialism
the elaboration of African-based cultures out of massive forced
emgration and slavery. European intellectual history, often
accepted as the source of American social understanding, has an
extraordinarly limted capacity to characterize the realities of
the Anericas, for its anchor points are in the history of European
soci ety. European theory is not going to tell us about
colonialism neocol oni al i sm dependency and decol oni zati on from
the receiving end. (For that we mnust look to Latin Anerican and

Cari bbean thought.) European social theory only peripherally knows



or even cares about such questions as the structure of settler
societies, interactions between Christianity and indi genous
religions, the plantation as a social order, the structure of
intercultural relations on the frontier, institutional racismor
the ways inperialisminteracted with religion and patriarchy, about
the role land plays in the frontier imagination, and in that of
|l ongterm subsist societies. Yet these are matters of central
concern to social understanding in the Americas.

As the exanples suggest, the re-identification with the
Arericas | amdescribing is part of what | referred to earlier as
t he decol oni zati on of consciousness. As nost Anericanists (in the
hem spheric sense) are aware, it is not a question of setting such
a process in nmotion: it is in notion, and has been for some tineg,
accel erated by the soci al novenehts of the 1960s, and foregrounded
by the recent 1992 qui ncentennial. Wthin the United Sates,
significant and often brilliant schol arship has sought to decenter
the euro-centered narrative of western expansi on as the backbone of
national history and view things from a intellectual center of
gravity here. As U S. nmulticulturalists know, the body of Canadi an
t hought on these issues is nuch |arger and nore sophisticated than
what has enmerged in the US., partly because Canada has been
dealing openly with these issues for longer and partly because
Canada has staked its very constitutional viability on the
possibility of a diverse and discontinuous conception of the
nati on-state. But | propose to end by | ooking southward, and
offering, in list fashion, a few exanples of terns and concepts

from Latin American and Caribbean intellectual dialogues on the



social and cultural peculiarities of the Anericas. See if you
don't think there are interanerican conversations to be held on the
subj ect of culture and Anmerican sel f-understandi ng.

1) Oiollo is the termin Spanish for a Euro-Arerican. Wile
this category has never functioned in US social thought, it has
been a basic term in Latin Anerican vocabulary since col onial
times, when it was used to distinguish people of European descent
born in the Arericas from those born in Europe who under Spanish
colonialism were given the positions of greatest power and
privilege. The category has always functioned to distinguish the
Euroanericans from Europeans, especially as regards their
relationship to Europe. Equally inportantly, it has functioned to
di sti ngui sh Euroamericans, who follow ng independence formed the
elites of nmost countries, fromindigenous, nestizo and African-
descended popul ati ons.

It can be enlightening to think of the United States as a
multiethnic country ruled by a criollo elite, wth significant
i ndi genous, nestizo (especially in the Wst and Southwest) and
Afri can-descended populations. The term criollo is especially
hel pful in characterizing the dependent rel ations the Euroanerican
elites have nmaintained wth Europe. In the nmultiethnic,
het erogeneous social orders of the Anmericas, t he European
referent, however alienated it may be from the lived Anerican
reality, becomes the chief guarantor of criollo identity and the
chief nmeans of legitimating their privilege above all to

thensel ves. The term thus nanes the alienated basis for white

supremacy in the societies of the Americas.



ii) Oeole, the English translation of criollo, is a broader
term that denotes anything born in the Americas out of its
intersecting cultural heritages. Oreole refers specifically to the
uni queness of American-generated phenonena, be it | anguage, nusic,

race, culture, or dress, to their difference from European or

African or Asian or Anerindian "originals." Oeole in a way
denotes the upstart, the inauthentic, m xed around thing — that
generates its own authenticity , often by being rooted in a

particular very local place: Janaica, Trinidad, Antigua, and so
on. In linguistics, credle is the name given to |anguages that
began as pidgins — hybrid, sinplified I|anguages invented to
enabl e comunicati on between historically discontinuous groups
(li ke European slave traders in Wst Africa, or US soldiers in
Vi etnam). When such | anguages devel op into the full-fledged native
| anguage of a group, they are called credles. The term thus
enbodi es the inprovised, transcultural character that many see as
a central fact of culture and society in the Anericas since contact
with Europe and Afri ca.

Anerican vernacular culture is often fruitfully analyzed as
credle or creolized in this way. The termhas the potential to go
beyond the narrowness and alienation of hyphenated ethnic
term nol ogies, towards self-conceptions rooted in American

reality.

iii) Transculturation is a termoriginally coined in the 1940s
by the Cuban sociologist Fernando Otiz, as he studied the

wor ki ngs of Afro-Cuban society and its devel opnent in the tobacco



and sugar economes of the Caribbean. Anthropology had used the
concept of acculturation to describe the ways subordi nated groups
absorbed materials from domnant cultures, but Qtiz found this
terminadequate to depict the dynam cs of Afro-Cuban culture that
he observed. The traditional assunption was that in situations of
contact between dom nant and subordinate or netropolitan and
peri pheral cultures, the subordinate or peripheral culture
necessarily acculturates to the dom nant or netropolitan culture,
gradual ly abandoning its own practices and traditions. The
assunption was that (a) culture tends to be a finite space in
which new things nust necessarily displace old things and (b)
subordi nate and margi nal peoples absorb netropolitan or dom nant
cultures by sonething akin to osnosis, exercising no choice or
agency in the matter. QOtiz's argunment, I|ater devel oped by the
Wuguayan literary scholar Angel Rama, was that in fact
subordinate groups are anything but inert when it comes to
determnint relations with domnant and netropolitan cultures.
Even in situations of extrarodinarily unequal power, they argue,
subordi nate groups are highly selective and inventive in absorbing
materials from the netropolis, and develop nmany ways of
mai ntaining cultural integrity. Wen processes of selection and
invention are factored into the picture, what once appeared as a
sinplistic dynamc of acculturation is better characterized as a
dynam c of transculturation. (The absorption of Christian elenents
into preconquest religions, traditionally called syncretism is
perhaps the best known exanple of such selection and invention

The selective tendency of Latin Anerican intellectuals to absorb



resistant and critical currents of Eur opean thought, such as
Marxi smand radical Christianity, is another.)

Transculturation is a vital concept for characterizing the
dynam cs of culture in the Arericas froma vantage point anchored
in the Arericas, rather than in Europe. It forces into notion
static pluralist paradigns that nulticulturalists often find so

confi ni ng.

iv) Heterogeneity is a termintroduced by the Peruvian schol ar
Antonio Cornejo Polar to describe society and culture in the
Andean countries, where Euroanérican (criollo) mnorities cohabit
national territory wth large indigenous populations whose
| anguage and traditions are Andean, and |arge nmestizo popul ations
whose |ifeways draw on both. In contrast with the terns
"difference” and "diversity" used in European and North American
di scussi ons, Cornejo Polar uses the concept of "heterogeneity" and
culturas heterogéneas ('heterogeneous cultures') to nane the
conditions of drastic discontinuity and inconmrensurability that
characterize societies where colonial i nvasi on has brought
together peoples with entirely separate histories, such as the
Spanish and the Andeans. Wen one side does not elimnate the
ot her, such societies articulate thenselves in states of
intractable conflict and profound inconprehension. The idea of a
social synthesis or comunity is not an option, nor is the idea of
a single national form of expression or representation that wll
speak to/for all. There is no shared discourse or concept of

menbershi p, no shared synbols, not even any stable neanings, for



the signifiers constructed by one side will be transculturated and
redefined by the other. Mre than a case of the proverbi al
slipperiness of signifiers, it is a case of profound semantic
di sjuncture. Such situations appear extrene from the perspective
of a normative nodel of social honobgeneity, but, as Cornejo Polar
argues, they are normal conditions of existence and social
structure in the Arericas, and we can't intervene in themw sely

until we have adequate theories of them

In a way, Cornejo Polar's use of the term heterogeneity can be
t hought of as radicalizing (though not in the political sense) the
nor e descriptive FEuropean-based vocabulary of difference,
di fférance, heteroglossia, and polyphony so that it can express
t he physi cal and epi st enol ogi cal viol ence that foll ows on t he shock
of contact and invasion. There are many areas of the United States
where the nodel of the cultura heterogénea would hel p us recover
the specific ways the history of colonial contact continues to

determne reality.

I I ntroduce t hese f our concept s, criollo, creol e,
transculturation and heterogeneity, along wth the term
decol oni zation, to encourage consideration of what it mght nean
for US Americans to work out theories of society and culture
that take Anerican hi storical experience as the norm Such
theorizing would be grounded in an open encounter wth American
realities, and anchored in the shared experience of this

hem sphere, an experience that both divides us irrevocably from



Europe and binds us historically to Europe (as well as to the rest
of the world).

A few years ago ny son's fourth grade class was given a copy of
a letter Chief Seattle wote to the president of the United States
toward the end of the last century, protesting the violation of
| and agreenents by white settlers. The settlers argued back that
they needed the land to survive. The fourth graders were asked,
of all things, to think about it and wite up what they thought
would be a fair solution. M/ son, a skeptic when it cane to
school work, closed his door and, astonishingly, began to wite.
Pages flew, covering the floor. He emerged with a two sentence
par agraph that said something like, "There is no fair way to solve

this problem The Europeans mnmust return to Europe and the Native

Anericas nmust agree to stay in Anerica." | told himl thought he
had probably reconstructed Chief Seattle's own concl usion. But
what was to be Manuel ' s sol uti on, as a Chi cano-

Jewi sh- Angl o- Canadian California kid? How was he to situate
hinmself with respect to that manichean history? There was no
| anguage for it in his classroom no |anguage better than that
which Chief Seattle was able to lay his hands on over a century
ago as he sought to negotiate with the conqueror in the conqueror's
| anguage. W can do better than this, | thought -- and for Manuel's

sake, we have to.

Wiile the wholesale re-envisioning of society renmains
i nconpl ete, few of us have any trouble envisioning the work that

awaits us as scholars and educators. The picture is daunting and



exciting. It is not necessary to dreamto encounter scholars and
teachers excited by newpossibilities for understandi ng, driven by
curiosity, eager to read the |ost texts and the new ones, eager to
branch out of their specializations and to devise forns of
col | aborative work that are accountable to heterogeneity and
multiplicity. One need not dream to find teachers exploring new

pedagogies for multiethnic cl assroons, pedagogi es where the

teacher's role cannot be to unify the world or create
honogeneously shared under st andi ngs. Everywhere teachers are
working to develop forns of classroom |eadership that wll shape

but not control the devel opnment of understanding, and foster in
students a sense of excitenent over the responsibility of creating
a new vision of one's society. One still does have to dream
hower, to encounter two elenents still | argely lacking at
present. The first of these is translators, needed by the dozens
to make the know edge and insights from each part of the world
avai l able to others. Respect for the work of translation has not
yet caught up in the US with the vital need for it, and one can
only hope it wll, The second el enent that still has to be
dreaned coul d be called science of cultural nediation, by which

nmean a disciplined inquiry into the neans by which intercultura
under st andi ng and comruni cation are constructed and sustai ned. |
believe it will not be long before such an inquiry consolidates
itself. There is work to be done, lots of it. W know sonething
about what it is and howto do it. The thing nowis to get on with

it.
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Prof. Art Young
Engli sh
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d enson SC 29634
Dear Art:

Here at last is ny manuscript. Hope it's OK. |I'mreally sorry if



| held things up. You'll be geared up already for the next
institute. Hope it goes well and that everybody shows up!

Hope to see you again soon, it was good getting to know you.

Yours truly,

Mary Louise Pratt
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