






































14 Not Wanting to Know

verting inquiry. The censors really wanted to fill up schooling with
rote learning of facts and avoid student thinking. They wanted, for
example, more grammar, which has no subject matter, and less litera-
ture, which indeed has content, often entirely too thought-provoking.
Like phonics, which they also advocate, grammar is in itself meaning-
less. A contentless curriculum would perfect censorship. Only an
authoritarian approach can enforce a curriculum tending that way of
course, but then authoritarianism is part and parcel of ethnocentric
exclusivity.

The book protesters could not admit one of their main objec-
tions, because it was racist. They rejected virtually all of the
reading selections by blacks and Hispanics, but the reasons they
cited were bad grammar, vulgar language, revolutionary ideology,
irrelevance of ghetto life to their children’s environment, and
racism against whites. Some of their objections were anti-Semitic.
Actually, there are relatively few blacks, Jews, and Hispanics in
West Virginia, which is a pocket culture. Their real fear is of the
Other, any other. They resented references to other cultures and
other religions. They inveighed against Interaction books of folk
literature such as fables, legends, and parables because they were
international. Extremist conservative intellectuals despise the
United Nations because it transcends nationalism, on which their
identity is partially founded. Such people automatically distrust
any international movement, from Communism to ecumenicism.
Anti-Semitism may go back in part to the Diaspora, which inter-
nationalized Jews. The very fact of being international may be
taken as evidence of conspiracy and in any case threatens the
ethnocentricity that censorship is mainly about.

The One and the Many

Fundamentalist censors have performed a great public service. They
have forced educators to face some issues we have avoided for gen-
erations. First is the pretense that schooling need not be involved in
moral and spiritual matters and indeed cannot, in the United States,
legally be involved because of the First Amendment separation of
church from state. But the founding fathers certainly did not intend
for public education to breed materialism, as the fundamentalists
rightly complain that it does.
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artists, and leaders belonged to the lodges of Freemasonry, which did
indeed inspire the American and French revolutions and played a
major role in establishing modern democracy. Take out a dollar bill
and look at the reverse of the U.S. seal—the esoteric side—and you
will see the radiant eye, unfinished pyramid, and other devices of
Freemasonry (Capt, 1979).

Like these emblems, the slogan on American coins—e pluribus
unum—was drawn by the Freemasonic founding fathers from that
universal spiritual tradition that ethnocentric people have inter-
preted as a history-long conspiracy against family, church, and state.
Exoterically, the slogan refers to something like the union of the
colonies or the immigration melting pot, both of which made one
nation out of many peoples. Esoterically, it means that the many can
become one because the many came from the One, a cosmic essence
of which all partake. That is, plurality emanates from what is unity
if spiritually perceived.

Always the one to take it on the chin, American schools have had
to face most directly the dilemma of e pluribus unum—a single
curriculum for a plural populace—without, I'm saying, the benefit of
the spiritual half of this principle, stripped off by historians not
conversant with, or embarrassed by, the esoteric teaching from which
it came. A school book dispute shatters the shallow unity of the
melting pot and forces the issue of how people who differ can harmo-
niously live together.

The real sin is exclusion. Spirituality is all-inclusive. Fundamen-
talism in both Christendom and Islam shows how ethnocentricity
inverts religion precisely by excluding, which is also the very heart
of censorship. Primitive perception confuses the race spirit with
Spirit itself, the in-group with God.

Transmitting the Culture

In fending off the ethnicity of others, the book protesters were
insisting on a principle that public schools seemed founded on—the
transmission of culture. Fundamentalists are saying, “Those books
are not passing on our heritage and values. They are indoctrinating
our children with someone else’s way of life.” And indeed the educa-
tional goal of transmitting the culture always begs the question
Whose culture? America is and always has been a pluralistic nation.
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Even the thirteen original colonies could barely unite, they felt so
different from one another, and the later waves of immigrants in-
creased the cultural variety. School could still get by with a single
curriculum for a plural populace so long as everyone wanted to be
melted into the pot. But not today, when ethnic groups want to assert
differences in order to salvage or consolidate an identity. How can a
single curriculum serve a consitutuency when one faction of it abhors
the same texts that another faction is outraged to find omitted?

Some people assert that America’s problems come from having
lost touch with the traditions and the values of the founding fathers
and of Western civilization. They blame schools and families for not
teaching the culture enough. But a culture is by definition
self-transmitting. Every aspect of our society—from eating and mat-
ing habits to architecture and commerce—transmits the culture, not
just Great Books and Great Works of Art, which are great because
they have entered into the culture and influenced the lives of people
who never even heard of them. People in “Western” culture are all
part Platonic, Aristotelian, Augustinian, Newtonian, Darwinian,
Freudian, and Einsteinian, no matter what their particular creeds,
because these ways of perceiving are built into the society that they
live and breathe in. Because it transmits itself out of school very
effectively, though indirectly, one has to ask how much schools need
to teach it and in which ways they can add to this self-transmission.

Actually, schools affect students far more in the way they operate
than in what they intentionally teach. But this way partakes of the
culture at least as much as the history, literature, and civics that are
the conscious content. In other words, schools are transmitting the
culture doubly—not only in what they explicitly teach about it but
in how they go about the teaching itself. One is avowed, the other
unavowed. This mixture of consciousness and unconsciousness
means that schools are not only tranmitting the culture doubly but
also double-mindedly, because their medium often contradicts their
message.

Democracy is taught undemocratically. All while holding free
enterprise and personal liberty before students as a great bequest to
them from their cultural heritage, schools spoon-feed them through
a doling system carefully programmed before their arrival that sel-
dom allows them to make significant decisions, that in fact infantil-
izes them, and that has no equivalent in the society except mental
hospitals, prisons, and nursing homes.
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“Western” culture itself is self-contradictory. Plato and Aristotle
represent two opposing philosophical approaches. Both Athenian and
Jeffersonian democracy permitted slavery and forbade women to vote.
Free enterprise and Marxism both came out of the same culture. Re-
ligion in the West runs the whole gamut of sacred to secular, from mys-
ticism through the entire church spectrum to atheism. Even this
conventional conception of “Western” civilization shows it to be plural-
istic. It is made up of conflicting ideas, values, and practices.

But the school mission of transmitting the culture assumes that
such knowledge constitutes a consistent moral framework and, fur-
thermore, that it justifies the kind of society we have in America.
Actually, Plato argued for censorship, and neither he nor Socrates
approved of democracy. The Greek philosophers did advocate free
inquiry, but Christianity has rarely permitted it and has frequently
destroyed rival sects, both their members and their teachings. If
schools were really meant to endow students with the Greek legacy,
they would empower them to do the same free inquiry for which we
so much value the Greek philosophers. Nothing could be farther from
the case, and nothing could be more important for school reform than
to deal with this discrepancy.

“Western” civilization is not a single set of values which, if we
would only return to them, would by some sort of moral rearmament
solve the problems we face. The fact is, it has built up both positive
and negative forces that we must try to sort out and deal with (like
Greek inquiry and Christian dogma). The major problems the world
debates today are a big portion of “our heritage,” created by the
culture but not necessarily solvable by it. American society, for ex-
ample, has granted personal freedom to its members but does not
develop inner resources within individuals equal to this liberty,
which too often becomes the freedom to hurt and be hurt. Free
enterprise, for another example, has achieved the highest material
standard of living but has resulted in a corporate private sector more
powerful than government and therefore capable of holding the
populace hostage as tyrannical governments did in the past.

A culture evolves, and it accretes and transforms past stages.
This accounts for much of the pluralism and self-contradiction. The
Romans built on the Greeks, and the Christians on the Romans, and
so on. The accretions are transformed, but this does not result in a
neat continuity with a summarizable conclusion that you can present
honestly in school or college. Different epochs have concluded differ-
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ent things, and factions have differed in every epoch. In fact, if
“Western” civilization has any defining characteristic it is diversity
and disharmony—which is all right if acknowledged and dealt with
as such.

On the growing edge of “Western” civilization, America, we can
see another sort of pluralism than just the diversity of differing
historical elements. The United States is not only a melting pot of
different “Western” nationalities; it is a mosaic also of world civiliza-
tions. The native American Indian culture was here already, and
settlers from Europe introduced into the country the black culture of
slaves. Chinese laborers were imported in the nineteenth century to
build railroads and service the gold-mining operations. Many immi-
grants, like Jews and Armenians, were not Christian or Western
Christian. As a free country welcoming refugees, the U.S. made itself
a multicultural nation. Today it includes a sizeable population of
Asian and Middle Eastern people.

It also includes a whole spectrum of Hispanic people, who raise
a central question for the educational goal of transmitting the cul-
ture. Latin Americans represent Western civilization to a degree,
being Mediterranean Catholic, but are also part native Indian. In
another way also, Latin American culture is not entirely “Western.”
Even the Spanish culture grafted onto the Indian contained strong
Arabic and Islamic influences from the many centuries of Saracen
occupation of Spain. When schools talk about transmitting the cul-
ture, they don’t mean this Latin American culture—unless the ma-
jority of the local population is Mexican American or Puerto Rican
and insists on it. They mean some more purely European version of
“Western” culture. But even this will break down into various nation-
alities and churches—Polish or Irish, Protestant or Catholic. Appa-
lachian fundamentalists resent the imposition on their children of
mainstream urban Protestant culture.

So even if one were to accept a goal for schools of transmitting
the culture, it is not at all clear except to jingoists what is meant by
culture. Inevitably the definition simply comes down to what some
majority or dominant subculture has in mind. Also, something as
broad as “Western civilization” can be subdivided as finely as one
likes, that is, right down to a sect or language or other ethnic body.
One has only to look for examples to the strife among European
immigrants, even as close as the British and the Irish, or between
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Irish and Italian Catholics, not to mention between gringos and
Chicanos, and fundamentalists and humanists.

This microscale concerns which peoples actually make up the
school population today in the U.S. This is one way in which the
question “Whose culture?” must be answered. After all, we can prate
on all we want about “our Western heritage” and line up conven-
tional European works into Great Books courses, but the culture
really being transmitted in a given neighborhood is that of its local
race, church, language, and ethnic group, many of whom can claim
that the culture their schools are transmitting is not theirs but that
of a remote majority. A hidden assumption about the population
underlies both the the in “transmit the culture” and the our in “our
heritage.”

On a macro scale, culture is equally hard to define, because in
reality civilizations merge, absorb each other, and at the very least
influence each other. “Western” civilization is the artificial and eth-
nocentric creation of European scholars, who preferred to keep the
roots of Greek culture north of the Mediterranean, in the family, and
deny what the ancient world kept asserting, that Greek language,
religion, and philosophy derived from Africa and the Middle East,
from Semitic and Egyptian sources (See page 53). Great Books
courses start with the Greeks and Jews, but that’s an arbitrary cut-
off point. Homer and Plato, St. Paul and Vergil were participating in
cultural continuities preceding them by many centuries and reach-
ing back into Egypt, Phoenicia, Persia, Chaldea, India, and the Far
East. The more we know about older civilizations the more connected
the world seems to have been. As one example, Socrates and Plato
borrowed heavily from Pythagoras, who, it is well known, studied for
decades abroad and underwent initiations in Egypt, Babylonia, Per-
sia, and perhaps even India. Like the other “Indo-European” lan-
guages English is related to Sanskrit, and the all-important concept
of ‘zero’ seems to have come from India via the Arabic world, not in
time to serve Greek mathematics, which suffered all the limits of its
absence.

Cultural traffic was heavy even before the Christian era between
Europe, the Middle East, and the Far East. Some ideas, inventions,
and practices have cycled among so many cultures that we’ll prob-
ably never know which culture to credit for them. Cultures have
always been constantly synthesizing themselves, as the tight inter-
play between Arabic Islam and Christian Europe shows during the



Transmitting the Culture 21

Crusades and the Moorish period of Spain. If schools were to convey
the true pluralism of America’s dominant culture, then minority
peoples, such as blacks, Latin Americans, Asians, and Arabs, could
rightly feel a part of it and identify with it, because they could see
how their respective cultures have contributed to the majority cul-
ture they’re immersed in.

The very pluralism of America, made increasingly apparent by
minority self-assertion and new influxes of immigrants, has incited
a backlash. Some Americans of Furopean extraction who fear the
country is being taken over by “foreigners” or is breaking up into
ethnic pockets have recently refashioned the notion of “our heritage”
into an educational movement calling for “cultural literacy.” Propo-
nents of this movement go so far as to list hundreds of facts and
concepts that all school graduates ought to know in common. Actu-
ally, the insistence that all students learn a certain body of informa-
tion for the sake of uniformity, far from being new, has always been
one of the main curses of public schooling. Because it is arbitrary,
boring, and trivial it alienates learners, fosters rote learning, and
takes up undeserved space in the curriculum. Ultimately, the defini-
tion of culture for many parents comes down to “what I was taught
as a child” and thus seriously limits the whole idea of education for
their children.

The more immigrants pour into the United States and the larger
grow the minority populations the louder sounds the cry for conform-
ity to the majority culture. We’re experiencing today a virtual panic
of neonationalism. Factions in Florida and California, the states
having the largest Hispanic populations, are lobbying to pass legis-
lation declaring English the official language. “Whose country is this
anyway, huh?” It seems that the nation will fall apart or fall into the
wrong hands if schools don’t soon homogenize everyone. Actually,
immigrants and minorities tend to want most to fit in to the domi-
nant culture, and mass media combine with franchise chains to do
quite an efficient enough job of homogenizing a population. Making
everyone’s head alike, as schools also do, is a totalitarian way of
achieving group unity. Conformity itself is the greater danger in a
world that can be saved only by the creativity that comes from
hybridism.

It is in this climate of nationalistic hysteria about losing identity
that the old Great Books idea has resurged as part of “cultural liter-
acy,” thatis, the mandatory teaching of someone’s version of “our” heri-
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tage that can serve as a common medium of exchange, whether in the
form of a lexicon or a canon. The real motive is to create an in-group for
social solidarity, self-definition, and self-congratulation. Once again,
chauvinism dominates at the expense of more basic human values. For
educational purposes, it would be better for young people to grow up
understanding the interconnectedness of all cultures, to learn not just
about “our” culture but about all cultures at once, to examine not just
“the” culture but culture, its very nature and how it affects us as indi-
viduals and how we affect it. Any culture both enables and cripples,
and young people have to understand this.

To transmit a culture in school has been to retail it, that is, to
overdistill it as history and social studies textbooks do for school
children and as high school or college Great Books courses do
through a chronological syllabus, starting with Homer and the Old
Testament (already not very compatible!), and to spot-check the
development of the civilization by sampling other representatives of
later stages. Texts are highly selected, and lectures have to synopsize
the rest. Any such effort to characterize either the West or America
results in caricature, in all those stereotypes and buzzwords that
anyone who learns more has to unlearn and that teach chauvinism
as much as anything else.

Transmitting the culture through schools in such condensed and
mandatory fashion has amounted to teaching ethnocentrism. It does
not befit a democracy. It necessarily entails a kind of censorship,
since it sets up a selective process for the curriculum that includes
and excludes knowledge according to a preordained value system. It
is not a moral nostrum for what ails a society. It is partial and
partisan. It is not a whole enough and fair enough truth to stand as
an educational goal of public schooling. It perpetuates ethnic conflict.
A curriculum designed to melt pluralism and individualism down
into a single people may have made some sense when America was
consolidating itself into a nation, but today education must help
youngsters resolve the self-contradictions that characterize both the
culture and their own consciousness.

Advocates of “cultural literacy” and of other efforts to teach our
heritage assume the same purpose for education as the fundamen-
talists, only they have a relatively broader notion of this heritage.
The very concept of “Western” civilization is as parochial at Mortimer
Adler’s level of education as the Appalachian folk’s concept is at its
level. Both are ethnocentric.
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more only for big sellers. Formerly, acquisitions editors chose which
manuscripts to publish according to mixed criteria by which they
could accept worthy or important books of moderate readerships as
well as the potboilers that would in effect subsidize them. The job of
the marketing people was to find ways to sell their choices. Today
this has reversed. The marketing staff usually tells the editors what
to select according to their knowledge of what sells best, which is in
turn determined largely by distributors as monopolistic as the pub-
lishers themselves. Three or four large bookstore chains retail most
of the trade books sold in the United States and hence establish the
marketing criteria that publishers look for in selecting manuscripts.
Publishers feel they have to choose manuscripts to fit these success-
ful market categories while also avoiding books that may take a long
time to pay for themselves, because tax laws no longer exempt
publishers’ inventories.

At the same time, these major publishers have quit screening
general trade manuscripts for themselves. Just as they discovered
that too much competition was bad for business, they realized that
by considering submissions only from agents they could shift the
expense of screening from themselves to the authors, who pay
agents, and never have to bother with any manuscripts except the
most likely candidates for best sellers, since that’s about all the
agents are screening for, their criteria having narrowed along with
those of editors and retailers. It is difficult to get a manuscript read
even by an agent, because they too won’t bother with unsolicited
manuscripts but rather sift for big winners by requiring outlines or
samples first. They don’t want ten or fifteen percent of a book that
may sell just moderately well.

The search for the blockbuster sellers has reached the point
that the industry focuses almost entirely on what is well known
and proven—certain topics, certain treatments, or certain people.
The big publishers believe in lots of insurance. So huge numbers
of books are about how to put on weight and how to take it
off—cookbooks and diet books—or by celebrities whose names will
ensure a big seller whatever the content or quality of what they
write. A celebrity need not necessarily be a famous author but a
politician, entertainer, sports hero, or criminal—anyone so long as
the name has achieved notoriety and thus already done the adver-
tising in advance. Even well known products are featured in a book
so that promotion can be tied in with the manufacturer and the
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They have become so large and wealthy that they can easily over-
whelm whatever agencies are supposed to regulate them and even
buy off the legislators who create the agencies, especially when they
band together as they do against not only government regulation but
against consumers and workers as well, in mockery of the old capi-
talistic competitive open market.

Both education and publication act as censors by closing down
the range of thought while trying to do something else, one to solidify
the society and the other to make money. But their sorts of censor-
ship wreak devastation far worse than that of some bands of zealots
and bigots who have set out to limit thought deliberately. Both
schools and publishers exclude too much. Managers of corporations
have got to identify more broadly with the rest of society, so that they
see themselves as having other functions than maximizing profits.
School constituencies must identify more broadly with other societies
and with the rest of nature.

Spiritualizing Education

Democracy is not of course supposed to produce such tyrannies as
thought control, but so long as individuals broaden their freedom but
not their identity along with it, then their special-interest groups will
exclude and violate each other until they invert democracy itself. The
founding fathers were assuming a spiritual framework for personal
liberty and free enterprise that alone can make them work. In the
midst of our pluralism we have to feel our oneness. Otherwise,
individuals and corporations think so narrowly that they thwart one
another’s rights as badly as despots. This prompts some people to
call for a return to central conformity, just the sort of escape from
freedom that, in his book by that title, Erich Fromm (1941) so
brilliantly showed to explain the rise of Hitler and other modern
dictators.

The real solution to social disintegration is to develop the individ-
ual even further, to continue the evolution of freedom inward until
mental liberation matches political liberation. This requires breaking
through the social boundaries that restrict knowing and thinking—
expanding consciousness beyond the limitations of any particular
family, church, or state to a universal identity—the only way to have
peaceful families, churches, and states. (As the seventeenth-century

















