
Multicultural Education: 
For Freedom's Sake

If we are to remain a free and pluralistic society, 
we can neither do away with the Western canon nor 
exclude the contributions of people of color. The 
traditionalists and multiculturalists must come together.

JAMES A. BANKS

In The Dialectic of Freedom, 
Maxine Greene (1988) asks, 
"What does it mean to be a citizen 

of the free world?" It means, she 
concludes, having the capacity to 
choose, the power to act to attain one's 
purposes, and the ability to help trans 
form a world lived in common with 
others. An important factor that limits 
human freedom in a pluralistic society 
is the cultural encapsulation into 
which all individuals are socialized. 
People learn the values, beliefs, and 
stereotypes of their community 
cultures. Although these community 
cultures enable individuals to survive, 
they also restrict their freedom and 
ability to make critical choices and to 
take actions to help reform society.

Education within a pluralistic 
society should affirm and help 
students understand their home and 
community cultures. However, it 
should also help free them from their 
cultural boundaries. To create and 
maintain a civic community that 
 vorks for the common good, educa 
tion in a democratic society should 
help students acquire the knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills they will need to 
participate in civic action to make 
society more equitable and just.

Multicultural education is an educa 

tion for freedom (Parekh 1986) that is 
essential in today's ethnically polarized 
and troubled world. It has evoked a 
divisive national debate in part because 
of the divergent views that citizens 
hold about what constitutes an Amer 
ican identity and about the roots and 
nature of American civilization. The 
debate in turn has sparked a power 
struggle over who should participate 
in formulating the canon used to shape 
the curriculum in the nation's schools, 
colleges, and universities.

The Debate Over the Canon
A chorus of strident voices has 
launched an orchestrated and widely 
publicized attack on the movement to 
infuse content about ethnic groups and 
women into the school and university 
curriculum. Much of the current debate 
over multicultural education has taken 
place in mass media publications such 
as Time (Gray 1991), The Wall Street 
Journal (Sirkin 1990), and The New 
Republic (Howe 1991), rather than in 
scholarly journals and forums. The 
Western traditionalists (writers who 
defend the canon now within the 
schools and universities) and the multi 
culturalists rarely engage in reflective 
dialogue. Rather, scholars on each side 
of the debate marshal data to support

their briefs and ignore facts, interpreta 
tions, and perspectives that are incon 
sistent with their positions and visions 
of the present and future.

In his recent book, Illiberal Educa 
tion, D 'Souza (1991) defends the 
existing curriculum and structures in 
higher education while presenting an 
alarming picture of where multicultur- 
alism is taking the nation. When multi 
culturalists respond to such criticism, 
they often fail to describe the impor 
tant ways in which the multicultural 
vision is consistent with the democratic 
ideals of the West and with the heritage 
of Western civilization. The multicul 
tural literature pays too little attention 
to the fact that the multicultural educa 
tion movement emerged out of 
Western democratic ideals. One of its 
major aims is to close the gap between 
the Western democratic ideals of 
equality and justice and societal prac 
tices that contradict those ideals, such 
as discrimination based on race, 
gender, and social class.

Because so much of the debate over 
the canon has taken place in the 
popular media, which encourages 
simplistic, sound-byte explanations, 
the issues related to the curriculum 
canon have been overdrawn and over 
simplified by advocates on both sides. 
The result is that the debate often 
generates more heat than light. Various 
interest groups have been polarized 
rather than encouraged to exchange 
ideas that might help us find creative 
solutions to the problems related to 
race, ethnicity, gender, and schooling.

As the ethnic texture of the nation 
deepens, problems related to diversity 
will intensify rather than diminish.
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Consequently, we need leaders and 
educators of good will, from all polit 
ical and ideological persuasions, to 
participate in genuine discussions, 
dialogue, and debates that will help us 
formulate visionary and workable 
solutions and enable us to deal 
creatively with the challenges posed 
by the increasing diversity in the 
United States and the world. We must 
learn how to transform the problems 
related to racial and ethnic diversity 
into opportunities and strengths.

Sharing Power
Western traditionalists and multicul- 
turalists must realize that they are 
entering into debate from different 
power positions. Western traditional 
ists hold the balance of power, finan 
cial resources, and the top positions in 
the mass media, in schools, colleges 
and universities, government, and in 
the publishing industry. Genuine 
discussion between the traditionalists 
and the multiculturalists can take place 
only when power is placed on the 
table, negotiated, and shared.

Despite all of the rhetoric about the 
extent to which Chaucer, Shakespeare, 
Milton, and other Western writers are 
threatened by the onslaught of women 
and writers of color into the

Multicultural 
education is an 
education for freedom 
that is essential in 
today's ethnically 
polarized and 
troubled world.

curriculum, the 
reality is that the 
curriculum in the 
nation's schools and 
universities is largely 
Western in its 
concepts, paradigms, 
and content. 
Concepts such as the 
Middle Ages and the 
Renaissance are still 
used to organize 
most units in history, 
literature, and the arts. 
When content about

Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I Have a Dream" speech inspired this artwork 
by Jan Mears, a student at Carver Creative and Performing Arts Center, 
Montgomery. Ala Reprinted from Teaching Tolerance magazine.

African and Asian cultures is incorpo 
rated into the curriculum, it is usually 
viewed within the context of European 
concepts and paradigms. For example, 
Asian, African, and American histo 
ries are often studied under the topic. 
"The Age of Discovery," which means 
the time when Europeans first arrived 
in these continents.

Facing Realities
If they are to achieve a productive 
dialogue rather than a polarizing 
debate, both Western traditionalists 
and the multiculturalists must face 
some facts. The growing number of 
people of color in our society and 
schools constitutes a demographic 
imperative educators must hear and 
respond to. The 1990 Census indicated 
that one of every four Americans is a 
person of color. By the turn of the~ 
century, one of every three will be of 
color (The Commission 1988). Nearly 
half of the nation's students will be of 
color by 2020 (Pallas et al. 1989). 
Although the school and university 
cuniculums remain Western-oriented, 
this growing number of people of 
color will increasingly demand to 
share power in curriculum decision 
making and in shaping a curriculum 
canon that reflects their experiences, 
histories, struggles, and victories.

People of color, women, and other 
marginalized groups are demanding 
that their voices, visions, and perspec 
tives be included in the curriculum. 
They ask that the debt Western civi 
lization owes to Africa. Asia, and 
indigenous America be acknowledged 
(Alien 1986, Bemai 1987). The advo 
cates of the Afrocentric curriculum, in 
sometimes passionate language that 
reflects a dream long deferred, are 
merely asking that the cultures of 
Africa and African-American people 
be legitimized in the curriculum and 
that the African contributions to Euro 
pean civilization be acknowledged. 
People of color and women are also 
demanding that the facts about their 
victimization be told, for truth's sake, 
but also because they need to better 
understand their conditions so that they 
and others can work to reform society.

However, these groups must 
acknowledge that they do not want to 
eliminate Aristotle and Shakespeare, 
or Western civilization, from the 
school curriculum. To reject the West 
would be to reject important aspects of 
their own cultural heritages, experi 
ences, and identities. The most impor 
tant scholarly and literary works 
written by African-Americans, such as 
works by W. E. B. DuBois. Carter G. 
Woodson, and Zora Neale Hurston,

DECEMBER 1991/JANUARY 1992 334



are expressions of Western cultural 
experiences. African-American culture 
resulted from a blending of African 
cultural characteristics with those of 
African peoples in the United States.

Reinterpreting Western Civilization
Rather than excluding Western civi 
lization from the curriculum, multicul

The fact that 
multiculturalists 
want to reformulate 
and transform the 
Western canon, not 
to purge the 
curriculum of the 
West, is absent from 
most of the writings 
of the Western 
traditionalists.

turalists want a more truthful, 
complex, and diverse version of the 
West taught in the schools. They want 
the curriculum to describe the ways in 
which African, Asian, and indigenous 
American cultures have influenced 
and interacted with Western civiliza 
tion. They also want schools to discuss 
not only the diversity and democratic 
ideals of Western civilization, but also 
its failures, tensions, dilemmas, and 
the struggles by various groups in 
Western societies to realize their 
dreams against great odds.

We need to deconstruct the myth 
that the West is homogeneous, that it 
owes few debts to other world civiliza 

tions, and that only privileged and 
upper-status Europeans and European- 
American males have been its key 
actors. Weatherford (1988) describes 
the debt the West owes to the first 
Americans. Bemal (1987), Drake 
(1987), Sertima (1984), and Clarice 
(1990) marshal considerable amounts 
of historical and cultural data that 
describe the ways in which African 
and Afroasiatic cultures influenced the 
development of Western civilization. 
Bemal, for example, presents 
linguistic and archaeological evidence 
to substantiate his claim that important 
parts of Greek civilization (technolo 
gies, language, deities, and architec 
ture) originated in ancient Africa.

We should teach students that 
knowledge is a social construction, 
that it reflects the perspectives, experi 
ences, and the values of the people and 
cultures that construct it, and that it is 
dynamic, changing, and debated 
among knowledge creators and users 
(Banks 1991). Rather than keep such 
knowledge debates as the extent to 
which African civilizations 
contributed to Western civilization out 
of the classroom, teachers should 
make them an integral part of 
teaching. The classroom should 
become a forum in which multicul 
tural debates concerning the construc 
tion of knowledge take place. The 
voices of the Western traditionalists, 
the multiculturalists, textbook authors, 
and radical writers should be heard 
and legitimized in the classroom.

Toward the Democratic Ideal
The fact that multiculturalists want to 
reformulate and transform the Western 
canon, not to purge the curriculum of 
the West, is absent from most of the 
writings of the Western traditionalists. 
It doesn't support their argument that 
Shakespeare, Milton, and Aristotle are

endangered. By the same token, the 
multiculturalists have written little 
about the intersections of multicultural 
content and a Western-centric canon, 
perhaps because they have focused on 
ways in which the established Western 
canon should be reconstructed and 
transformed.

Multicultural education itself is a 
product of the West. It grew out of a 
struggle guided by Western ideals for 
human dignity, equality, and freedom 
(Parker 1991). Multicultural education 
is a child of the civil rights movement 
led by African Americans that was 
designed to eliminate discrimination in 
housing, public accommodation, and 
other areas. The leaders of the civil 
rights movement, such as Fannie Lou 
Hamer, Rosa Parks, and Daisy Bates, 
internalized the American democratic 
ideal stated in such important United 
States documents as the Declaration of 
Independence, the Constitution, and 
the Bill of Rights. The civil rights 
leaders of the 1960s and 1970s used 
the Western ideals of freedom and 
democracy to justify and legitimize 
their push for structural inclusion and 
the end of institutionalized discrimina 
tion and racism.

The civil rights movement of the 
1960s echoed throughout the United 
States and the world. Other groups, 
such as Native Americans and 
Hispanics, women, and people with 
disabilities, initiated their own 
freedom movements. These cultural 
revitalization movements made 
demands on a number of institutions. 
The nation's schools and universities 
became primary targets for reform, in 
part because they were important 
symbols of the structural exclusion 
that victimized groups experienced, 
and in part because they were easily 
accessible.

It would be a serious mistake to 
interpret these cultural revitalization
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movements and the educational 
reforms they gave birth to as a repudia 
tion of the West and Western civiliza 
tion. The major goals of these move 
ments are full inclusion of the 
victimized groups into Western institu 
tions and a reform of these institutions 
so that their practices are more consis 
tent with their democratic ideals. 
Multicultural education not only arose 
out of Western traditions and ideals, its 
major goal is to create a nation-state 
that actualizes the democratic ideals 
for all that the Founding Fathers 
intended for an elite few. Rather than 
being divisive as some critics contend, 
multicultural education is designed to 
reduce race, class, and gender divisions 
in the United States and the world.

Given the tremendous social class 
and racial cleavages in United States 
society, it is inaccurate to claim that 
the study of ethnic diversity will 
threaten national cohesion. The real 
threats to national unity which in an 
economic, sociological, and psycho 
logical sense we have not fully attained

Given the tremendous 
social class and 
racial cleavages 
in United States 
society, it is 
inaccurate to 
claim that the 
study of ethnic 
diversity will 
threaten national 
cohesion.

but are working toward 
  are the deepening 
racial and social-class 
schisms within United 
States society. As 
Wilson (1987) points 
out in The Truly 
Disadvantaged, the 
gap between the rich 
and the poor has 
grown tremendously 
in recent years. The 
social-class schism 
has occurred not only 
across racial and
ethnic groups, but within these groups. 
Hence, the rush to the suburbs has not 
just been a white flight, but has been a 
flight by the middle class of many 
hues. As a consequence, low-income 
African Americans and Hispanics 
have been left in inner-city communi 
ties without the middle-class members 
of their groups to provide needed lead 
ership and role models. They are more 
excluded than ever from mainstream 
American society.

Educating for Freedom
Each of us becomes culturally encap 
sulated during our socialization in 
childhood. We accept the assumptions 
of our own community culture, inter 
nalize its values, views of the universe, 
misconceptions, and stereotypes. 
Although this is as true for the child 
socialized within a mainstream culture 
as it is for the minority child, minority 
children are usually forced to examine, 
confront, and question their cultural 
assumptions when they enter school. 

Students who are bom and social 
ized within the mainstream culture of a 
society rarely have an opportunity to 
identify, question, and challenge their 
cultural assumptions, beliefs, values, 
and perspectives because the school 
culture usually reinforces those that 
they learn at home and in their

Torrence Webster, a student at Carver Creative and Performing Ara Center, 
Montgomery. Ala., created this artwork in response to M. L. King Jr.'s "I 
Have a Dream" speech. Reprinted from Teaching Tolerance magazine.

communities. Consequently, main 
stream Americans have few opportuni 
ties to become free of cultural assump 
tions and perspectives that are 
monocultural, that devalue African and 
Asian cultures, and that stereotype 
people of color and people who are 
poor, or who are victimized in other 
ways. These mainstream Americans 
often have an inability to function effec 
tively within other American cultures, 
and lack the ability and motivation to 
experience and benefit from cross- 
cultural participation and relationships.

To fully participate in our demo 
cratic society, these students and all 
students need the skills a mjulticultual 
education can give them to understand 
others and to thrive in a rapidly 
changing, diverse world. Thus, the 
debate between the Western tradition 
alists and the multiculturalists fits well 
within the tradition of a pluralistic 
democratic society. Its final result will 
most likely be not exactly what either 
side wants, but a synthesized and 
compromised perspective that will 
provide a new vision for the nation as 
we enter the 21 st century. D
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